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“HE THAT IS AN HIRELING”
Gil Yoder

INTRODUCTION1

In the tenth chapter of the Gospel of John, Jesus said:

I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the
sheep. But he that is an hireling, and not the shepherd, whose
own the sheep are not, seeth the wolf coming, and leaveth the
sheep, and fleeth: and the wolf catcheth them, and scattereth the
sheep. The hireling fleeth, because he is an hireling, and careth
not for the sheep (Jn. 10:11-13).

This is part of a longer quotation of the Lord containing several
analogies using a sheepfold as the analog for persons and events that
were there at that time.

My assignment is to discuss the phrase, “he that is an hireling,” and
the context of John 10:12. To do that I have developed a lesson with
three main parts beginning with the “Historical Context” of the
passage, then looking at some “Practical Considerations Related to
Hiring,” and finishing with a section I have called, “Putting Gain
Before Godliness.”

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The primary application of the passage relates it to the situation that
existed in the first century within Jewish society. We are familiar with
the parties and the main characters that were alive at that time, and we
have a good understanding of their beliefs, character, and deeds. The
figures that are used in this context were intended to paint a picture of
that society and especially to indict the religious leaders of that day.
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There are several parables presented here by Jesus which are taken
from the pastoral life of many living at that time. The first compares a
robber with a shepherd (Jn. 10:1-6).

Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that entereth not by the door
into the sheepfold, but climbeth up some other way, the same is
a thief and a robber. But he that entereth in by the door is the
shepherd of the sheep. To him the porter openeth; and the sheep
hear his voice: and he calleth his own sheep by name, and
leadeth them out. And when he putteth forth his own sheep, he
goeth before them, and the sheep follow him: for they know his
voice. And a stranger will they not follow, but will flee from
him: for they know not the voice of strangers. This parable spake
Jesus unto them: but they understood not what things they were
which he spake unto them.

In this passage the robber represents the Jewish leaders who would
thwart the will of God in order to keep their power over the Jewish
people. The shepherd who enters through the door is the legitimate
leader, and of course he represents the Lord.

The next figure presents Jesus as the door of the sheep (Jn. 10:7-9).

Then said Jesus unto them again, Verily, verily, I say unto you,
I am the door of the sheep. All that ever came before me are
thieves and robbers: but the sheep did not hear them. I am the
door: by me if any man enter in, he shall be saved, and shall go
in and out, and find pasture.

In the first parable, Jesus was the shepherd who entered through the
door. In this figure Jesus is the door. The door is a figure of authority
and access, and Jesus is saying that He is the only means of salvation.

Next, Jesus compares the purpose of the thief with His own
purpose. “The thief cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to
destroy: I am come that they might have life, and that they might have
it more abundantly” (Jn. 10:10). The thief comes to steal, and to kill.
This refers to spiritual life that would be stolen from people as a result
of the leaders’ poor work. It is not to say that it was necessarily their
intent to cause people to die spiritually, but it was nevertheless the
result, and thus their end.

Compared to them the Lord comes to give life. He is the legitimate
leader of God’s people, and those who recognize that and follow His
words will have the life that Jesus has to give.
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The last section compares the good shepherd with someone who is
only a “hireling.”

I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the
sheep. But he that is an hireling, and not the shepherd, whose
own the sheep are not, seeth the wolf coming, and leaveth the
sheep, and fleeth: and the wolf catcheth them, and scattereth the
sheep. The hireling fleeth, because he is an hireling, and careth
not for the sheep. I am the good shepherd, and know my sheep,
and am known of mine. As the Father knoweth me, even so
know I the Father: and I lay down my life for the sheep. And
other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must
bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold,
and one shepherd. Therefore doth my Father love me, because I
lay down my life, that I might take it again. No man taketh it
from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have power to lay it
down, and I have power to take it again. This commandment
have I received of my Father (Jn. 10:11-18).

In this passage the good shepherd lays down His life for the sheep, but
the hireling flees at the first sign of danger.

Primary Reference

As previously mentioned, Jesus’ primary reference in each of these
parables is to the Jewish leaders of His day. It seems to me that the
terms “Sadducees” and “Pharisees” were mainly applied to sects of
religious leaders of the first century rather than to religious sects
consisting of people from all classes. They no doubt had followers and
adherents among the people in general, but when we read of “the
Pharisees” or “the Sadducees” in Scripture, only the leaders are called
to mind.

The Teacher’s Commentary notes that in this chapter, Jesus:

... developed a contrast between Himself and the religious
authorities of His day. Jesus was concerned for God’s people,
and exemplified the morality of grace. The Jewish rulers, on the
other hand, ignored the welfare of their people. They, therefore,
were false shepherds. By this time, the leaders of Israel were
firmly committed not only to rejecting Jesus’ claim to divine
authority but to destroying Him as well.2

These leaders presented themselves as the guardians of truth, the
bastions of orthodoxy, but they were in fact robbers and thieves intent
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on hiding the Gospel from the Jewish nation. To a very large degree,
they were successful in that effort!

The scribes and Pharisees jealously guarded their positions. When
it seemed that more were following Jesus than were following these
leaders, they began to plot ways to remove Him. They even conspired
to take His life.

In John 11, the resurrection of Lazarus, which occurred near
Jerusalem, caused a large number of Jews to believe. This frightened
the leaders and brought them together to discuss ways of dealing with
Him.

Then gathered the chief priests and the Pharisees a council, and
said, What do we? for this man doeth many miracles. If we let
him thus alone, all men will believe on him: and the Romans
shall come and take away both our place and nation. And one of
them, named Caiaphas, being the high priest that same year, said
unto them, Ye know nothing at all, Nor consider that it is
expedient for us, that one man should die for the people, and that
the whole nation perish not (Jn. 11:47-50).

A few days later the masses cried out to have Jesus crucified. That
happened as a result of the prompting done by the leaders of the Jews
(Mk. 15:11).

How Were They “Hirelings”?

The word “hireling” is translated from the Greek word misthotos,
which is defined by the words “hired worker, a hired hand.” In other
words, the basic meaning of the word “hireling” is someone who works
for a salary. The original meaning of the word was not derisive as it has
come to be considered.

Because of that, in its original sense, all the leaders of the
Jews—other than Christ—would have been “hirelings” simply because
the sheep they led were not their own. You would not expect an
employee to have the same degree of loyalty as a business owner, and
you certainly would not expect an employee to sacrifice his life for the
sake of his job. Therefore, Christ, and only Christ, could be the good
shepherd!

A Hireling In The Derisive Sense

Although the above is true, in the context under consideration, the
derisive interpretation is justified. It is most likely that it is due to the
Lord’s usage of the word in this context that “hireling” is now a term
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of derision used for someone who works only for the money without
any loyalty to his employer. In this case, the term is set in juxtaposition
with the figures of the leaders who were represented also as robbers and
thieves. It does not matter that their charges did not belong to them. It
was their duty to have concern for them and to protect them from
danger. They were to guard them to keep them from danger, but these
leaders were a danger all by themselves.

The leaders should have loved the sheep. Instead, they loved their
power, wealth, and fame.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Before developing these thoughts further, let us consider some
practical matters in order to prevent a misunderstanding that might arise
from this subject matter. It is not a sin to take a wage for the work that
one does. Some have the idea that something is wrong with making a
profit. That idea drives a lot of the politics we see in America at this
time. If someone is successful and has an income greater than what
someone else thinks is reasonable, then something must be wrong. It is
just not fair!

That concept is foreign to the Bible. The “entitlement mentality”
that many people have is contrary to many Biblical principles. For
example, the command, “Thou shalt not steal” (Ex. 20:15), shows that
the Bible supports the concept of personal property, and the right of the
owner not to have his property taken without warrant. Also, the
principle given by Paul that “if any would not work, neither should he
eat” (2 Thess. 3:10) tells us that no one has a right to anything he has
not earned.

Sometimes we can see these kinds of false views effecting what
people think about the work of the church. Some years ago, someone
said to me something to the effect that “any preacher that is paid for his
work isn’t worth his salt.” Since being “worth his salt” means worthy
of receiving a wage, that comment made me wonder how a preacher
that was worth his salt could ever receive it.

It Is Right To Pay The Preacher

It surprises me how often I hear preachers disparaging the idea of
getting a salary for the work they do as preachers of the Gospel. That
concept, it seems to me, is rooted into the idea that there is something
wrong with taking pay for doing something as noble as the work of
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preaching. However, I notice that few of those who make that claim
ever refuse to take a check at the end of the week.

There is nothing wrong with working as a preacher as an employee
of a church, and there are good reasons to abandon the contrary idea.
First, it is an honorable thing to work for a wage. Most brethren have
done so in order to care for their families. When a preacher claims that
he has not been “hired” to preach the Gospel, he is putting himself
above the very brethren who give their hard earned dollars that enable
him to do that work. He is saying that there would be something wrong
with taking a “wage” for what he does, and that simply is not the case.

It also is uncharitable to the brethren who make it possible for us
to preach through their contributions, because it implies that they do
not share in your work. By paying you to preach the Gospel, the church
helps to fulfill its duty to preach the Gospel. If you have not been
employed by the church, then the members of the church do not have
communion with you in that work.

And, finally, it means that the money you receive from the church
has not been earned. It implies that the church is giving you money as
an act of charity rather than just compensation for work done.

Receiving a wage for preaching does not reduce the reward you
will receive for preaching, for the wage is part of the reward. Not being
paid for the work that you do is what reduces your reward. Preachers
who do their work honorably deserve to receive a wage from the
brethren (as we will discuss momentarily), and taking a wage from the
brethren shows that you believe it to be a worthy work.

It Is Right To Pay A Living Wage

One of the reasons that the church struggles to exist today is the
unfortunate fact that many brethren seem unwilling to pay their
preachers more than a meager salary. This makes it difficult to find
qualified men to send into mission fields and to fill the pulpits of our
Lord’s congregations. The truth is that preachers usually receive much
less for preaching than they could receive if they were doing secular
work. Yet, they are often accused of “being interested only in money.”

There are a number of considerations one should have when
thinking about a preacher’s salary. One is that a preacher’s “take home
pay” is not the same as the take home pay that most other members
receive. To compare the two is like comparing apples and oranges.
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The take home pay most members see is often less than 50% of a
wage earner’s total earnings whereas a preacher’s pay is usually close
to 100% of his real income. Each year, where I work the company
calculates the value of each employee’s total benefit package which
includes a number of hidden costs that we rarely see. It includes costs
for retirement, insurance, various personal services, etc. The total
package always well exceeds the employee’s take home pay by more
than 125%. About the only benefit that some preachers receive that is
not part of their take home pay is a house which may be provided by
the church; a benefit to be sure, but not one they actually get to keep.

It is also often the case that a good portion of a preacher’s take
home pay is put back into his work, and not just through his contribu-
tion. A preacher frequently purchases books and periodicals, takes
classes, travels to lectures, and buys various materials that enhance his
efforts to preach the Gospel. Some churches help with these expenses,
but not all.

So when you think about a preacher’s salary, do not compare his
take home pay to the average member’s take home pay. Think about
these differences, so that you do not characterize the preacher’s
earnings unfairly, and make it seem that he is “doing it just for the
money.” If someone is preaching “just for the money,” he would be
foolish in more ways than one. Usually there is more money elsewhere.

It Is Scriptural To Pay The Preacher

Let us notice what the Scriptures say about paying preachers for
their work. If an elder serves also as a preacher, Paul wrote that such an
elder is worthy of “double honour” (1 Tim. 5:17-18). The word
“honour” translates a word meaning “a valuing, a price,” and means
that a preaching elder should be paid for his service. The phrase
“double honour” is for emphasis, not to suggest a literal doubling of
salary. The emphasis though makes it emphatic that an elder who labors
in the Gospel deserves a wage.

To the Corinthians, Paul said that he “robbed” other churches for
“wages” to forbear taking wages from the new brethren in Corinth
(2 Cor. 11:8). It would not have been wrong for Paul to have taken
wages from the Corinthians, but he deemed that in the circumstances
he was in, it was better to forgo that right.

Even before the establishment of the church, Jesus said that the
disciples who went out on the limited commission were “worthy of
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[their] hire” (Lk. 10:4-8). It is possible that Paul was referring to that
in 1 Corinthians 9:7-14 when he said: “Even so hath the Lord ordained”
that preachers should live on wages received for the work that they do.

Practical Matters

Consider a few practical matters when determining what to pay a
preacher.

1. A preacher’s salary should be sufficient to reward him for his
efforts. Paul wrote: “[H]e that ploweth should plow in hope;
and that he that thresheth in hope should be partaker of his
hope” (1 Cor. 9:10). If the reward is of little value, the motiva-
tion to work is diminished. When a preacher makes less than
those around him, he may think that his efforts are not appreci-
ated, and his work may begin to suffer.

2. The preacher should not be the highest paid member of a
congregation, but he should not be the lowest paid member
either. A highly paid preacher will draw criticism because of
his wages. If his salary is the same as or higher than the highest
earners of a congregation, he will find it difficult to relate to
most of the members. This can happen when an elder has a
favorite preacher, and decides to reward him with a large
salary as a way to garner his friendship.

3. Differences between a preacher’s salary and the salaries of
other members should be carefully considered. Preachers
usually have to pay for their own insurance, provide for their
retirement, do not benefit from unemployment, and usually pay
for their own working and training expenses. For most other
members these are fringe benefits and are hidden from their
view, but they still have value and are a part of their real
income.

4. When a congregation cannot pay a preacher a full-time wage,
they should not hire a preacher and expect him to work full-
time for a part-time wage. If a preacher is required to supple-
ment his income as a “tent maker” (Acts 18:3), he cannot put
all of his time into the work of preaching. If a preacher
supplements his income with retirement income, allow him
some time to retire. He has earned the free time.
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5. If necessary, a church should be willing to look for outside
support. It should be the congregation’s job to find that
support, however. Many congregations are quite willing to
accept help from other congregations, but they want the
preacher to go out and find it. Most preachers do not like to ask
for money any more than others, and it is not their duty to
gather their own salary. Try to cultivate a good relationship
with stronger churches, and seek their help to make it possible
for your preacher to work full-time (with a living wage), and
have a plan for growth so you can take over his full salary as
soon as possible.

PUTTING GAINS BEFORE GODLINESS

Returning to our main topic, let us consider the problems that come
when leaders value money and other worldly things as having greater
importance than God and the church. Paul wrote: “For the love of
money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have
erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many
sorrows” (1 Tim. 6:10). It has been noted that money of itself is not the
root of evil; rather it is the love of money. This gets to the heart of the
problem with a “hireling.” The problem is a problem of priorities.

The word “priority” means “something given or meriting attention
before competing alternatives.”3 There are many things that need to be
prioritized in our lives; money is just one of those things. One can be
a hireling for things other than money.

First Things First

The Bible has a lot to say about putting first things first. In the
twenty-second chapter of Matthew, someone asked Jesus to say what
is the greatest commandment of the Law. Jesus answered by quoting
two passages from the Pentateuch:

Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all
thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the
first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it,
Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. On these two com-
mandments hang all the law and the prophets (Mt. 22:37-40).

In this passage Jesus sets the value of these priorities in order: God,
neighbor, self (cf. Deut. 6:5; Lev. 19:18).

There are many other places where priorities are listed. For
example, look in Matthew 6:33 where the kingdom of God should
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come before stuff. Note in Matthew 10:37 that Christ is to come before
family, and in Matthew 16:24-26 He is to come before everything. In
1 Corinthians 11:3, we find a prioritized list of authority where God is
above Christ, Christ above the man, and man above the woman.

We also find priorities given for things. In 1 Timothy 6:6-10, Paul
teaches Timothy that contentment has more value than earthly gain, and
that “godliness with contentment is great gain.” A similar value is
found in Ecclesiastes 7:12 where wisdom is better than wealth.

A Problem With Idolatry

Hirelings are not always only interested in money. Even a preacher
who receives no wages can behave as a hireling. A hireling is a hireling
because of covetousness; a hireling is a hireling because of idolatry.

In James 3:1, James gives a command that is hard for some to
understand: “My brethren, be not many masters.” This passage implies
that some may seek leadership positions when they should not. Why
would James discourage something that other passages seem to
command? At least one reason has to do with improper motivations and
the damage that may come to the Lord’s church when we have leaders
that do not serve from a love of God and the church.

Covetousness Is Idolatry

Paul wrote: “Mortify therefore your members which are upon the
earth; fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affection, evil concupis-
cence, and covetousness, which is idolatry” (Col. 3:5). The word
translated “covetousness” is used in various ways in the New Testa-
ment. It is translated as “covetousness,” “deeds of coveting,” “greed,”
and “greediness.” The word comes from another word which means “to
exploit,” “to take advantage of,” or “to get the better of.”

A hireling is an idolater because he serves not for love of God, but
for whatever gain he sees as coming from his position. He may serve
for money, but he may also serve for power, notoriety, influence, and
any number of other lesser reasons.

An Elder Can Be A Hireling

Preachers are not the only hirelings in the church. Elders can be
hirelings, too. That is why, when giving the qualifications of an elder,
Paul wrote: “For a bishop must be blameless, as the steward of God;
not selfwilled, not soon angry, not given to wine, no striker, not given
to filthy lucre” (Tit. 1:7, emphasis added). A few verses down, Paul
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gave this as a reason for the need for having strong elders: “For there
are many unruly and vain talkers and deceivers, specially they of the
circumcision: Whose mouths must be stopped, who subvert whole
houses, teaching things which they ought not, for filthy lucre's sake”
(vv. 10-11).

Now can you image an elder who is “given to filthy lucre”
protecting the church against teachers who teach “for filthy lucre's
sake”? Elders who are not motivated by a deep love of God and the
church can and do damage the church.

A Preacher Can Be A Hireling

Preachers are in a position of great influence in the church. While
they do not have the authority of our bishops or shepherds, they still are
the most visible members of the church because of the nature of their
work. This means that they have the potential to do much good for the
church, but it also means that they have the potential to do much
damage.

In 1 Timothy 6:5, Paul taught that some teachers suppose “gain is
godliness,” meaning that some think the work of an evangelist is a
means of getting wealth. Two men who behaved like those Paul
condemned in the context of that passage were Hymenaeus and
Philetus, mentioned in 2 Timothy 2:15-18, where they are described as
“concerning the truth have erred, saying that the resurrection is past
already; and overthrow the faith of some.”

There, it does not explicitly say what the motivation these men had
for teaching this doctrine. But, it is striking how similar their doctrine
is to some modern-day doctrines being advanced by new lights that
always have something new to teach the church. If you want to get a
following, just come up with some wild doctrine that could not possibly
be true. Do that, and like the Pied Piper, a crowd will follow.

The Scattering Of The Sheep

If it were not for the damage that hirelings cause the church, they
could be ignored. But hirelings have caused great damage to the body
of Christ. A number of recent divisions among Christians argues that
we have too many hirelings in the church.

We see divisions caused by various changes in worship. A few
churches have decided to introduce instruments of music into at least
some of their worship services. A larger number of churches have
started using “praise teams” made up of men and women who lead the
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congregation in various acts of worship. One of the motivations for this
seems to be the desire to ease women into leadership roles over both
men and women. It other words, a liberal philosophical goal has
become more important than doing what God commands. That is
exactly what makes a hireling a hireling.

Other divisions have been fostered recently due to strained
doctrines on the subject of fellowship. The so-called “A to Z doctrine”
of fellowship has done great damage to the church in the last few years.
This doctrine basically says that if you can rattle a chain of fellowship
all the way back from brother Z to brother A, that is brother B
fellowships brother A, and brother C fellowships brother B and so on
to brothers X, Y, and Z—and if brother A is a false teacher, it is not
enough for brother Z to mark and avoid brother A. Brother Z must
always mark and avoid brother Y, unless brother Y marks and avoids
brother X, and so on. It is a ridiculous doctrine that no one could
possibly obey, including those who teach it, but it is taught nevertheless
and the church is being consumed by it.

Yet another division in the church has come recently as a result of
extreme views about the role of women. Some have taken Paul’s
instructions in 1 Timothy 2:12 where Paul suffered “not a woman to
teach ... over the man” to mean that under no circumstances should a
woman be allowed to teach a man anything about the Gospel. They
claim that it would be a sin for a wife to lead her husband to Christ by
telling him what the Bible says about salvation—and that would be the
case even if he begged her to teach him! In other words, they would say
that in order for a woman to stay in her proper role of subjection to her
husband, she would be forced to disobey her husband’s request to learn
about the Gospel from her lips.

We cannot know all of the motivations driving those who are
causing these and other similar problems, but we do know what the
motivation is not. Those who are dividing the church over such things
may have good and sincere motives, but we cannot help but think that
if there was more love for Christ and His church, more care would be
taken to keep the “unity of the Spirit” and many of these problems
would not have become the problems they are.

CONCLUSION

The primary references in the words of Jesus in several figures
using pastoral images was to the Jewish leaders and their failure to care
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for their charges. That does not mean that the passage has no applica-
tion today, but it should help us to understand how the passage can be
applied.

Although money should never be the primary motivation for
working as a preacher of the Gospel, it is still right for those who
preach the Word to live by the Word. Too often, preachers are accused
of being “hirelings” only because they ask a church to compensate
them reasonably for their work. Some preachers are paid too much, but
that is usually the case because they should not be preaching in the first
place, not because their paychecks are especially high.

Nevertheless, the main reason for our service should be a love of
God and the church. When a leader views money, or anything else, as
being more important than God, or the church, he becomes a hireling,
an idolater, and the church is endangered for lack of a leader to protect
it from the wolves. And, the wolves are always there.

ENDNOTES
1 All Scripture references are taken from the King James version unless
otherwise noted.
2 L. Richards, and L.O. Richards, The Teacher’s Commentary (Wheaton, IL:
Victor Books, 1987), 732.
3 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed., s.v. “priority.”
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