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Question and Answer
Question: Does Matthew 23:7, in principle, apply to the practice in God's Church today of referring to ministers as "Mr."? Isn't "Mr." just an abbreviation of the word "Master," which Jesus was saying we shouldn't use in reference to men?
Answer: Jesus was speaking of an attitude of vanity and preeminence that had taken hold of the religious leaders of the day - the attitude of calling special atten​tion to one's presumed greater righteousness or one's supposed spiritual superiority. Any title used in such a manner is wrong.

This is why in the Church of God the custom is to refer to ministers in the same way as everyone else. The titles ecclesiastical "Father," "Rabbi," "Reverend," "His Imminence," etc. are not used. Instead, ministers are referred to by the simple address of "Mr." (or its foreign equivalent in other languages) followed by their last name, which is minimum standard of courtesy in Western society.

Whatever the etymological roots of the word "Mr.," it has no religious or class significance in the Western world today. It is common in Western society to ad​dress young boys as "Master," as in "Master John" or "Master William." Girls and unmarried women are addressed commonly as "Miss." Married women are addressed as "Mrs." Growing in acceptance for women, whether married or unmarried, is the general title "Ms." And men are commonly addressed as "Mr." Often, "Mr." and "Mrs." are used merely to differentiate between husband and wife.

None of these titles are understood today to have any religious significance. They are not reserved for ministers. They are not reserved for government offi​cials, or for business executives, or for judges. Quite unlike the titles "Rabbi" or "Reverend," the title "Mr." has no special significance except as a very general term of formality or respect.
Therefore, use of the title "Mr." in addressing ministers is a fitting and appropriate custom in God's Church, but is not a matter of doctrine. Though the relationship between a minister and a congregation is essentially a formal one, formality can be broken on ap​propriate occasions. For example, in the case of a long time friend or business associate becoming ordained, members with a prior relationship to the new elder may certainly call him by his first name in private gatherings, but in the larger social setting of Church services and Spokesman Club meetings it is appropriate to address him as "Mr." and his wife as "Mrs."

The Bible tells us that ministers are over us in the Lord and should be esteemed very highly because of the work they are doing (I Thessalonians 5:12-13). They are counted worthy of double honor (I Timothy 5:17). How much more, then, the minimum standard of cour​tesy?

Even this simple form of address certainly could be abused if it comes to connote ostentatious superiority in ministers' or members' minds. But we should real​ize that it is not the common title "Mr." that is the problem in such a case. It is the attitude of self​centeredness and vanity that demands that such a simple matter be used to serve a person's own ego. True servants of God will walk in the humility of Jesus Christ and will guard against the development of this kind of attitude.

Mr. Tkach has pointed out that the terms "Mr." and "Mrs." should be also be used when mentioning mem​bers names from the pulpit, when addressing or refer​ring to older members and in reference to any members at all appropriate times.

Ministers should not make an issue of being called "Mr." The very fact that using the term is a custom in the Church means that it will be generally done. But, even so, as mentioned above, it would be appropriate in certain circumstances for members to call a minister or his wife by his or her first name. This would be a matter of judgment on the minister's part, based upon the situation and circumstances.

Using the term "Mr." for ministers in no way implies or should be made to imply that ministers are better than members. Such reasoning is contrary to the Word of God. Ministers need to be approachable and easily entreated, clothed with humility, if they are to be effec​tive servants of God.

It is not the title "Mr." that creates respect. A humble, faithful example in the way a minister carries out the duties of his office is what will inspire respect. Use of the term "Mr.," like "Mrs." and "Miss," is only an appropriate way of showing customary and common respect when addressing anyone in the English lan​guage. Mr. Tkach also has pointed out that we should be sure that use of the term "Mr." does not take on greater significance than it should have.

