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Local Church Government

Jose Francis Martinez

                   Lecture 2

Title: The Distinctive Features of the Office of Elders

Purpose: To instruct the congregation of the distinctive features of the office of elders.

Introduction
1.
In our previous lecture, we considered an overview of local church government. Now we move to consider the Ruling Body, the Office of Elders or Overseers or Pastors or Teachers.

2.
And in this lecture we will consider the Distinctive Features of the Office of Elders. And four words that start with a “P” help capture the biblical teaching.

I.
THE PLURALITY OF ELDERS

A.
The Explanation: In the bible, we find that the biblical pattern is a plurality of scripturally qualified elders in every church. 

B.
The Demonstration: And this plurality can be demonstrated with three lines of biblical witness.

1.
The Apostolic Pattern in the Formation of Churches

a.
Acts 14:21-23 (READ). The preaching of the gospel resulted in disciples being made. And these disciples were organized or formed into churches. And when churches were formed, then elders were appointed. Observe that in every church not only one elder was appointed but a plurality of elders. Each church had a plurality of elders. This is the apostolic pattern in the formation of churches.

b.
Titus 1:5-7a (READ). Timothy, as an apostolic delegate, was exhorted to appoint elders in every city. Every city in Crete must have had a church. And each of these churches was to have a plurality of elders - not just one.  This is the apostolic pattern in the formation of churches.

2.
The Description of Apostolic Churches

a.
Acts 15:2 (READ). This still refers to the church in Jerusalem, the mother of all churches, the seat of apostolic rule. Even that church had a plurality of elders. (cf Acts 11:30; 15:3-4, 15; 21:18).

b.
Acts 20:17 (READ). The church in Ephesus did not have a single elder. They had a plurality of elders.

c.
Phil 1:1 (READ). Again we have a plurality. The church in Philippi did not have one overseer or elder.

d.
James 5:14 (READ). Again James assumes that every church has a plurality of elders.

3.
The Assumption of Apostolic Directives

a.
1Thes 5:12-13 (READ). The church in Thessalonica did not have one elder, but a plurality of elders.

b.
Heb 13:7 (READ). This refers to the spiritual leaders of the church, the elders. And again the writer assumed a plurality of elders in the church.

4.
The Conclusion: All these Scriptural proofs lead us to but one conclusion. The norm for the church is a plurality of scripturally qualified elders. 

C.
The Implications:

1.
Unless a church has a plurality of scripturally qualified elders, it is not yet fully organized. Although the plurality of scripturally qualified elders is not necessary to the existence of the church but it is necessary to the full organization of the church. A church is not fully organized unless it has a plurality of elders.

2.
Moreover, this implies that churches should pray and work for an establishment of a plurality of scripturally qualified elders. A church should not force the matter of plurality even when there are no scripturally qualified men for that office. But a church should pray and work for an establishment of one.

II.
THE PARITY OF ELDERS

A.
The Explanation: What is meant by the parity of elders is that elders in a particular church have equal authority. There is no New Testament evidence of hierarchy within the eldership of the church. All elders have the same authority in the church.

B.
The Demonstration: This parity of elders can be demonstrated with three lines of biblical witness. 

1.
The requirements of the office are one. 

a.
1Tim 3:1-2a (READ). These qualifications apply to all elders, and there is no indication in Scriptures that there are other special qualifications required of some elders. This indicates that all elders have equal authority.

b.
Titus 1:5-7 (READ). As we shall see in our studies, these qualifications of elders are basically the same as the qualifications given in 1Tim 3. And these qualifications apply to all elders. There is no indication in Scriptures for some special qualification required of some elders. Again this indicates that all elders have the same authority.

2.
The responsibilities laid upon all elders alike are the same.

a.
Acts 20:17, 28 (READ). All elders are also overseers. And all are to shepherd or pastor the church. This implies that all elders have equal authority and there is no hierarchy within the eldership. One elder is not above the other in authority. All elders have the same or equal authority.

b.
1Peter 5:1-4 (READ). All elders are commanded to shepherd or pastor the church of God. And all are commanded to exercise oversight. And the manner in which they are to do this is one and the same - “not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; nor yet lording it over allotted to your charge, but proving to be examples of the flock.” In fact, the only hierarchy indicated in the text is that of Christ – the Chief Shepherd. All elders are under shepherds, and only Christ is the Chief Shepherd.

3.
The submission and imitation required of church members apply to all elders alike.

a.
Heb 13:17 (READ). All members are commanded to submit to their leaders or elders for all of them have the responsibility to keep watch over the souls of the members and all of them are to give an account for the souls of those allotted to their charge. This clearly indicates that all elders have the same or equal authority.

b.
Heb 13:7 (READ). The lives of the church’s leaders serve as examples for church’s members. And members are to imitate not just one of their leaders but all of their leaders. This implies that all elders have equal authority in the church.

4.
Conclusion: Therefore, the idea an one elder is higher in authority than the other elders of the church does not have any biblical warrant. There is no hierarchy within the eldership. 

C.
The Implication: What is the implication of this? This implies that to insist in having a hierarchy within the eldership is a dangerous departure from the NT teaching. And I say dangerous because such a hierarchy will only create confusion and could lead to dictatorialism and popism. Study the history of the church and you will find that one of the earliest departures of the church from the truth that led to so many abuses in the church had to do with the creation of three instead of two offices of the church. 

III.
THE PECULIARITY OF ELDERS

A.
The Explanation: 

1.
What is meant by “peculiarity” is not the oddness of elders but the individual characteristics or focus of their functions. All elders have the same responsibilities laid upon them in the church; and yet the focus of their responsibilities or functions is not the same.  

2.
The best illustration is a basketball game. All players have the responsibility to dribble, to pass, to guard, to rebound, to screen, to steal, and to shot. However, each player has a particular strength in the game and that becomes the particular focus of what he will do in the game. Some have the strength of shooting. And although he still must do all the other things the other players must do, and yet the particular focus of his work in the game is to shoot. So also in the case of the eldership in the church! All have the same responsibility to shepherd, to oversee, to teach, to rule, etc, but each elder will have a particular strength or gift that becomes the particular focus of his work. Some focus particularly in teaching, others in private counseling, others in the various tasks of administration, etc.   

B.
The Demonstration: This “peculiarity” of the elderships, the diversity of the focus of their function, is clearly indicated in Scriptures.

1.
Key Text: 1Tim 5:17-18 (READ).

a.
Note that all elders have the responsibility to rule. Some do it better than others but all elders rule. That is parity.

b.
However, the word “especially” indicates that there is diversity in the focus of the functions of elders. Although all elders rule, and although all elders must be “able to teach” (as we shall see in our study) and, therefore, do some work of teaching or counseling, and yet not all elders do the hard work of preaching and teaching. Only some of the elders do it.  

c.
Now it is the elders who rule well, and especially the elders who work hard in preaching and teaching, that must considered worthy of double honor. And this double honor comes in the way particularly in terms of financial remuneration. 

d.
The point is simply this: although all elders have the same set of responsibilities, and yet the focus of their responsibilities vary according to their strengths. 

2.
Supporting Texts: Rom 12:3-8 (READ). 

a.
Note that except for prophesy, all the other gifts mentioned are things which all Christians must exercise. Are all to serve? Yes. Are all to teach? Yes - not in the church publicly but in our homes and the different spheres of our influence. Are all to exhort? Yes – not in the church publicly but in our homes and the different spheres of our influence. Are all to give? Yes. Are all to lead? Yes – Not in the church publicly but in other contexts like our home. Even a mother is to lead her children. And we all must exercise some leadership among our fellow Christians and friends. Are all to show mercy? Yes. However, these things that Christians are to do are still referred to gifts that differ. This indicates that gifts are nothing but areas of strength. According to Paul each Christian must soberly asses his/her area of strength and use it in the manner it should be used in order that it might truly benefit the entire body.  

b.
The same principle applies to the eldership of the church. Each has the same duty and responsibilities. But the focus of the function of each elder differs according to the areas of their strength.

C.
The Implications: What are the implications of this?

1.
This implies that the lack of gift in some area should not mean the neglect of doing the duty required of all elders. 

a.
All elders must do the work laid by God upon the all elders (not one should be neglected), even if that duty is not really the strength of an elder. 

b.
Example: An elder of a church who loves to preach publicly and had to gift for it. However, he would refuse to deal privately and individually with the members in dealing with their problems because he said that that is not his strength or gift. But that is a perversion of the office of the eldership. It is like a basketball player who loves to shot the ball and has the gift of it, but not to dribble. So he only would shot but not dribble. What do you think would happen? He would be put out of the game.  

2.
This implies that not all elders have to teach publicly in the church. If a man has a gift only to teach privately but not publicly, then he does not have to be forced to preach and teach publicly.

3.
This implies that not all elders who have the gift of public teaching and preaching will have the same public exposure in preaching and teaching. Since the degree of gift differs, the degree of public exposure also differs. The eldership must soberly assess their gifts and the level of those gifts.

4.
This implies that since the elders have different gifts and the level of there development, we must beware of allowing this peculiarity to undermine the parity of elders. All elders should have the same authority, although not all have the same focus in terms of their functions.

IV.
THE PARTICULARITY OF ELDERS.

A.
The Explanation: What is meant by the particularity of elders? What is meant is that the elders of a particular church are only the elders of that particular church they belong; they are not also elders of other churches. I am an elder of the SGBC but not of the church in Ozamis or Illigan or Moonwalk.

B.
The Demonstration: Let us consider some Scriptures that particularly high light this particularity.

1.
Acts 14:23 (READ). A plurality of elders was appointed in every church. And the language indicates that these elders were only elders of the particular church they were appointed.  

2.
Acts 20:17, 28 (READ). Indicated here is that these elders are only elders of the church in Ephesus. And it is that church in Ephesus that they are particularly to shepherd and oversee. The other churches were to be shepherded and overseen by their own elders, not by the elders of the church in Ephesus.

3.
1Peter 5:1-4 (READ). Elders are to shepherd the flock of God among them, not all the flock or churches of God. Elders are to rule over those allotted to their charge, not all Christians in all the churches. 

C.
The Exception: The only possible exception to this rule was the church. The elders of that church had authority even on the other churches – Acts 15 & 16. But that was because the church in Jerusalem was the mother of all churches, and it was the seat of apostolic rule and authority. And even now, we are still ruled by that church through the apostolic writings. However, all the elders of the other particularly churches were only elders of the particular churches they belonged.  

D.
The Implications:  What are the implications of this?

1.
The main responsibility of the elders of a church is the church in which they have been appointed as elders, and not the other churches. 

a.
This does not mean that the elders of one church should not help other churches in need of help. But the help extended to other churches must not become the focus of their work and at the expense of their work in the church of which they are elders.

b.
Some elders/pastors become so involve in other churches that they neglect the church in which they are elders. But that should not be. That is a violation of the particularity of elders.

2.
For the eldership of one church to meddle with the affairs of other churches is to go beyond the sphere of its authority and responsibility. 

a.
Elders of one church are to help when asked, but they never to meddle when not ask, nor are they to go beyond the sphere of their authority. Elders only have authority in the church where they were appointed, but not in other churches.

b.
The violation of this principle will lead to confusion and transgression.

Conclusion

So here are the distinctive features of the office of elders – Plurality, Parity, Peculiarity, and Particularity. If our churches are to be apostolic then we must see these principles implemented in our churches.

