
Congregational leadership 

Congregations are generally overseen by a plurality of elders (also known in some 
congregations as shepherds, bishops, or pastors) who are sometimes assisted in the 
administration of various works by deacons.[1][10]:47,54-55[9]:124 Elders are generally seen as 
responsible for the spiritual welfare of the congregation, while deacons are seen as 
responsible for the non-spiritual needs of the church.[42]:531 Deacons serve under the 
supervision of the elders, and are often assigned to direct specific ministries.[42]:531 
Successful service as a deacon is often seen as preparation for the eldership.[42]:531 

Elders and deacons are appointed by the congregation based on the qualifications found 
in I Timothy 3 and Titus 1.[10]:53,48-52[43][44]:323,335 Congregations look for elders who have 
a mature enough understanding of scripture to enable them to supervise the minister and 
to teach, as well as to perform "governance" functions.[45]:298 In lieu of willing men who 
meet these qualifications, congregations are sometimes overseen by the congregation's 
men in general.[46] 

Title Qualifications Duty Authority 

Elders/Bishops/Pastors/Shepherds 

husband of one wife, 
reverent, able to 
teach, sober, father of 
believing children 

overseers of the 
church 

I Timothy 
3:1-7; Titus 
1:5-9; I Peter 
5:1-3 

Deacons 
husband of one wife, 
reverent, in control of 
household 

to serve the 
general needs of 
the 
congregation 

I Timothy 
3:8-12 

While the early Restoration Movement had a tradition of itinerant preachers rather than 
"located Preachers", during the 20th century a long-term, formally trained congregational 
minister became the norm among Churches of Christ.[42]:532 Minsters are understood to 
serve under the oversight of the elders.[45]:298 While the presence of a long-term 
professional minister has sometimes created "significant de facto ministerial authority" 
and led to conflict between the minister and the elders, the eldership has remained the 
"ultimate locus of authority in the congregation."[42]:531 

Churches of Christ hold to the priesthood of all believers.[47] No special titles are used for 
preachers or ministers that would identify them as "clergy."[7]:106 Many ministers have 
undergraduate or graduate education in religion, or specific training in preaching through 
a non-college school of preaching. Churches of Christ emphasize, based on Romans 1:7 



and other passages, that each member is a minister and a saint, that no believer is more 
important than another, and that all should use the gifts he or she has to serve others. 

 

Elder in the Bible 

[edit] Terms 

The term 'elder' is used in various ways in the Bible. In many instances, particularly in 
the Old Testament, it has reference to the older men in a tribe, usually entrusted with the 
governmental affairs. Their counsel was frequently sought because of their age and 
experience. This was not necessarily a priesthood calling.[1] The Melchizedek Priesthood 
is listed as having ordained elders.[2] 

In addition to the word commonly translated 'elder', there are two other words used in the 
New Testament to describe various aspects of this position of leadership: 'overseer' and 
'shepherd' (or 'pastor'). In 1 Timothy and Titus, Paul drafts largely overlapping lists of 
qualifications for 'elder' and 'overseer', while Peter draws all three concepts together in 
one passage: "Therefore, I exhort the elders among you... shepherd [i.e., "pastor"] the 
flock of God among you, exercising oversight..." (1 Peter 5:1-2). Luke uses all three 
terms when referring to the same group of leaders in Acts 20. 

[edit] presbuteros 

(πρεσβυτερος, Greek word #4245 in Strong's) 

This is the most commonly used word in the New Testament with regard to the twelve 
apostles, the quorum of seventy (Acts 15) or others acting in a specific role of authority 
in a local assembly of Christians. It refers 28 times in the Gospels and Acts to the 
members of the Jewish Sanhedrin and 12 times in Revelation to the representatives of the 
redeemed people of God. The remaining 19 times the word is employed in Acts and the 
Epistles, it identifies a unique group of leaders in the church. The word itself means 
'advanced in age' but in the first century context indicates a rank or office: among Jews, 
as members of the ruling council; among Greeks, as those who those who managed 
public affairs and administered justice; and among Christians, as those who presided over 
the local assemblies. While no specific age is given, this term emphasizes the nature of 
the position and the character of the person, implying maturity, dignity, experience and 
honor.[3] 

[edit] episkopos 

(επισκοπος, Greek word #1985 in Strong's) This was a common word in the Greek 
culture for any official who acted as a superintendent, manager, controller, curator, 
guardian or ruler. It occurs only five times in the New Testament, once referring to 
Template:Christ (1 Peter 2:25) and the other four times to church leaders. The term 



emphasizes the function of an elder as exercising authority and supervision "by divine 
placement, initiative and design".[4] 

[edit] poimen 

(ποιµην, Greek word #4166 in Strong's) This word means shepherd. It is applied only 
once in the noun form and three times in the verb form in the New Testament in the 
context of church leaders. The term emphasizes the heart attitude of an elder as one who 
tends, feeds, guides, protects and cares for his flock.[5] 

[edit] Mandate 

 

The neutrality of this section is disputed. Please see the discussion on the talk 
page. Please do not remove this message until the dispute is resolved. (January 
2009) 

Together, the New Testament writers mention elders, overseers and shepherds in 
reference to church leadership more than twenty-five times in the Gospels and the 
Epistles. The basis, selection, office, character, functions, attitude and qualifications of 
elders are laid out and the pattern established early and often. Strauch writes, "In fact, the 
New Testament offers more instruction regarding elders than on any other important 
church subjects such as the Lord's Supper, the Lord's Day, baptism or spiritual gifts".[6] 

For example, Acts 11:30; 15:2,4,6,22-23; 16:4; and 21:18 demonstrate that elders had a 
significant role in the Jerusalem church and the Jerusalem council. In reference to 
churches in Antioch, Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra and Derbe, Acts 14:23 demonstrates Paul's 
pattern of appointing elders as a key step in organizing a new church. Paul spoke directly 
to the elders in Acts 20:17 and warned them in 20:28 to "(b)e on guard for (them)selves 
and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made (them) overseers, to 
shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood." 

Instruction about elders is given to the churches in 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13; 1 Timothy 
3:1-7,10 and 5:17-22,24-25; Titus 1:5-9; Hebrews 13:17; James 5:14; and 1 Peter 5:5. 
Instruction is given to elders about churches in 1 Thessalonians 5:13; James 5:14; and 1 
Peter 5:1-5. In the majority of the references, the word for elders is plural and word for 
church is singular. 

[edit] Qualifications 

(This list was developed by the leadership of Grace Community Church and can be found 
in the The Biblical Case for Elder Rule) 

• Blameless as a steward of God; above reproach (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:6-7)  
• Husband of one wife; a one-woman man (1 Timothy 3:2, Titus 1:6)  
• Temperate, sober, vigilant (1 Timothy 3:2)  



• Sober-minded, prudent (1 Timothy 3:2, Titus 1:8)  
• Of good behavior; orderly, respectable (1 Timothy 3:2)  
• Given to hospitality (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:8)  
• Apt to teach; able to teach; he can exhort believers and refute false teaching (1 

Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:9)  
• Not given to wine (1 Timothy 3:3, Titus 1:7)  
• Not violent, not pugnacious (1 Timothy 3:3, Titus 1:7)  
• Patient, moderate, forbearing, gentle (1 Timothy 3:3)  
• Not a brawler; uncontentious; not soon angry or quick tempered (1 Timothy 3:3, 

Titus 1:7)  
• Not covetous; not a lover of money; not greedy of base gain (1 Timothy 3:3, Titus 

1:7)  
• Rules well his own house; his children are faithful, not accused of rebellion to 

God (1 Timothy 3:4, Titus 1:7)  
• Not a novice; not a new convert (1 Timothy 3:6)  
• Has a good report or reputation with outsiders (1 Timothy 3:7)  
• Not self-willed (Titus 1:7)  
• A lover of what is good (Titus 1:7)  
• Just, fair (Titus 1:8)  
• Holy, devout (Titus 1:8)  
• Self-Controlled (Titus 1:8)  

[edit] Duties 

• Shepherd the flock, setting an example for all (1 Peter 5:1-3)  
• Feed and care for the church (Acts 20:28; 1 Thessalonians 5:12)  
• Teach and preach sound doctrine (1 Timothy 5:17; Titus 1:9)  
• Rule and lead (I Timothy 5:17; Hebrews 13:17; cf. 1 Thessalonians 5:12; 1 

Timothy 3:2,4)  
• Train and ordain others (Acts 14:23; 1 Timothy 4:14; 5:22; Titus 1:5)  
• Refute and rebuke the insubordinate (Titus 1:9, 13)  
• Keep watch over and give account to God for the spiritual well-being of the 

church (Hebrews 13:17)  
• Serve clothed in Christ-like humility (1 Peter 5:3-5)  
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