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BIBLICAL CHURCH LEADERSHIP 

Christ is the Head of the church and therefore, he is the one who governs and leads his church 

(Matt 16:18: Jesus say, “I will build my church). But how does he lead his church? 

In the days of the apostles, his rule over the church was mediated through the apostles and 

their close associates. Their close connection with Christ and witness of his resurrection gave 

them the privilege of leading through the birth of the church (See Eph 2:19-20). 

But that situation was unique and not to be repeated. Now all the apostles are dead. Yet Christ 

still rules the church through the words of his apostles as they are preserved for us in the 

inspired writings in the New Testament and illuminated by the Holy Spirit. 

Today, Christ is still the head of the church, and all his disciples are on level ground before him. 

Every believer has direct access to him. There are no need for priestly intermediators (1 Tim. 

2:5; Heb 4:16). Every believer personally has access to God.  

But since the apostles are now gone, how is Christ’s church led? 

In this session, we want to study what God’s word says about how the church is led and answer 

five questions about biblical leadership in the local church: 

1. How does Christ govern his church? 

2. What are the church’s leaders called? 

3. What do elders do? 

4. What are the qualifications of elders? 

5. How are elders selected? 

I. HOW DOES CHRIST GOVERN HIS CHURCH? 

Not inconsistent with the equality all believers have before God, God has ordained a leadership 

structure in the church in which some are charged under Christ with the primary responsibility 

of leading the church. We call these people elders. “Elders” doesn’t refer to their age, but their 

maturity. 

The apostles appointed elders and when they died out elders appointed other elders. 

Acts 14:21-23: “When [Paul and Barnabas] had preached the gospel to [Derbe] and had 

made many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch, 

strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, and 

saying that through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God. And when 
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they had appointed elders for them in every church, with prayer and fasting they 

committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed.” 

When Paul the Apostle planted churches, he appointed elders to lead the church (v. 23: “every 

church”). His ministry to Crete as recorded in Titus is illustrative. Paul had spread the gospel in 

Crete and won some to Christ. He began to train men to become elders. But in this instance, at 

the time of his leaving, he hadn’t yet appointed elders to lead the church there. So he instructs 

Titus to do so: 

Titus 1:5: “This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into 

order, and appoint elders in every town as I directed you—“ 

So, for Paul, the church wasn’t planted until elders were appointed to lead the church. The 

believers in the towns of Crete were in some sense disordered—so he sent Titus to “put what 

remained into order”—meaning, to appoint elders to lead the church in those towns. This 

pattern was apostolic directive. This wasn’t a pragmatic suggestion. It wasn’t an opinion. This is 

how Paul did it, and Paul “directed” Titus to do the same. As such, this is the pattern meant to 

be followed today. Churches are led by elders. 

The other apostles believed the same way. James (the half-brother of Jesus) writes of elders: 

Jas 5:14: “Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let 

them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord.” 

James expected there would be elders in the church who were leading. 

Peter also expects elders to be leading the churches. In his first letter he wrote to believers “in 

Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1:1) and instructs the elders of the churches in 

those cities: 

“I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of 

Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: shepherd the flock 

of God. . .” (5:1). 

So leadership in the church has a structure. Biblically, the church is led by elders. 

Elders are not the same as deacons and this could be confusing to those who have been part of 

Baptist churches. It isn’t uncommon in Baptist circles to have a board of deacons who lead the 

church with the help of committees. 
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The problem is two-fold. First, deacons and elders are not interchangeable terms. Biblically, a 

board of deacons is not equivalent to a board of elders. Second, leading and governing the 

church is not the biblical role of deacons. Deacons are those who serve the church in an 

administrative way in situations that requires a high degree of character. They are appointed 

for a particular purpose. It isn’t an office that necessarily has an ongoing function (therefore a 

church might have deacons during certain seasons and not have them during other seasons). 

Thus Christ mediates his rule over the church through the Scriptures and the Holy Spirit and 

gives oversight of the church to elders. 

II. WHAT ARE THE CHURCH’S LEADERS CALLED? 

We’ve already seen that one title of these church leaders is elders. As we survey the New 

Testament, other titles that refer to the same office emerge. A church’s leaders are also called 

overseers and shepherds/pastors. These terms (i.e., elders, overseers, shepherds, pastors) all 

refer to the same office. The reason for the different terms is that they describe the same office 

from different perspectives. 

The role of elder is the same as the role of overseer 

Look at how Paul refers to these leaders of the church in the following passage: 

Titus 1:5-7: [5] This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into 

order, and appoint elders in every town as I directed you— [6] if anyone is above 

reproach, the husband of one wife, and his children are believers and not open to the 

charge of debauchery or insubordination. [7] For an overseer, as God’s steward, must be 

above reproach. He must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or a drunkard or violent or 

greedy for gain, 

He begins to list the qualifications for an elder in verse 6 and, without a break, continues those 

qualifications in verse 7, while calling these elders overseers. So overseers and elders are not 

different groups, but the same. 

We see something similar in Acts 20. There, Paul calls the elders of the church of Ephesus to 

come to him: “Now from Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called the elders of the church to 

come to him (v. 17).” Paul’s speech to the elders is recorded in v. 28: “Pay careful attention to 

yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the 

church of God, which he obtained with his own blood.” So the elders are overseers. 

So the word “elder” was used to describe the leader’s spiritual maturity. And the word 

“overseer” was used to describe the elder’s role. 
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The role of elder is the same as the role of shepherd or pastor 

The word “pastor” is the same word as “shepherd.” Just like “overseer,” the word 

“pastor/shepherd” is a helpful way to understand the role of an elder. 

As a noun, the word “pastor” in reference to the church office (as opposed to the one out with 

the sheep) only occurs in Ephesians 4:11: 

“And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, 

to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ,” 

But the verb “to shepherd” is used elsewhere in connection with elders. 

Acts 20:28: “Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy 

Spirit has made you overseers, to care [Greek = “to shepherd”] for the church of God, 

which he obtained with his own blood.” 

So overseers are to shepherd. We also see that elders are to shepherd: 

1 Peter 5:1-2: So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the 

sufferings of Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: 

shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not under 

compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; 

So an elder pastors (is a pastor); and a pastor is an elder. The title pastor or shepherd, like 

overseer, emphasizes the role of an elder. 

That might be different than the church you attended previously. In many good churches, there 

are pastors and there are elders, but they are not thought of the same. Typically the difference 

is that a pastor is a vocational minister, while an elder is a leader in the church whose vocation 

is something else (e.g., businessman). To add to the confusion, there are good churches that 

have pastors, but not all of them serve on the elder board. 

There can be good reasons for churches to distinguish between those leading the church whose 

full support comes from the church and those who don’t (i.e., staff elders versus lay elders). But 

whatever terms are used, biblically, there is no difference between a pastor and an elder. 

So elders, overseers, pastors, and shepherds are all appropriate titles for the same office. 
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III. WHAT DO ELDERS DO? 

Broadly speaking, there are four roles of an elder/pastor/overseer. We can group these four 

roles into two groups of two. 

A. Teach / Guard 

Pastors teach the flock (the church) the Word of God and guard the flock from false teaching. 

To Timothy, Paul gave the charge: 

2 Tim 4:1-2: I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the 

living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word; be ready in 

season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and 

teaching. 

He also writes that one of the qualifications of an elder is the ability to teach: “an overseer must 

be. . . able to teach” (1 Tim. 3:2). Similarly, Titus 1:9 says that “an overseer. . .must hold firm to 

the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine 

and also to rebuke those who contradict it.” 

The primary teaching responsibility of the church falls to pastors. That doesn’t mean only 

pastors teach. For example, Titus 2 talks about women teaching other women. Additionally, not 

all teachers are pastors. There is a difference between the gift of teaching and the office of 

pastor. But all pastors must be able to teach. 

The qualification “able to teach” doesn’t necessarily mean an upfront preaching gift. It does 

mean the man is competent to teach at the level of at least private teaching. He doesn’t need 

to be a charismatic, upfront person. But he must be able to teach one-on-one. 

Along with teaching, elders must have the ability to guard the flock from false teaching and 

false teachers. 

Titus 1:9 says, “he must be able give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke 

those who contradict it.” 

So a pastor needs to know enough doctrine to be able to refute error. As Acts 20:28-31 

indicates: 

Pay careful attention [NASB: “Be on guard”] to yourselves and to all the flock, in which 

the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he 

obtained with his own blood. I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in 
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among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men 

speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. Therefore be alert, 

remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish everyone 

with tears. 

So like a shepherd guarding sheep from ravenous wolves, a pastor must be alert and guarding 

the church from false teachings and false teachers. 

B. Lead and Care 

The second group or roles is that elders lead and care for the church. These two roles 

correspond to the titles of overseer and shepherd. 

As an overseer, elders lead the church. 

1 Peter 5:2: “shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not 

under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful gain, but 

eagerly” 

1 Tim. 5:17: “Let the elders who rule [“govern”; lit. “stand before”] well be considered 

worthy of double honor, especially [“particularly”] those who labor in preaching and 

teaching. 

Elders administrate, lead out, organize, cast the vision, take bullets, and are ultimately 

responsible to God to “give account” 

Hebrews 13:7: “Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. 

Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith.” 

Here, the writer of Hebrews uses the term “leaders” as yet another word for elders. Elders 

teach the word of God as the primary way they lead the church, but they also lead by example 

just as Peter says: 

1 Peter 5:(2)-3: “shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not 

under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful gain, but 

eagerly; not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the flock.” 

Along with leading the church, the elders care for the church as shepherds. 

Heb. 13:17: “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over 

your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not 

with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you. 
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IV. WHAT ARE THE QUALIFICATIONS FOR ELDERS? 

There are two main passages that list the qualifications for elders. These two passages contain 

similar (but not identical) lists of qualifications. These lists are not exhaustive, but they are the 

most extensive. 

The lists are found in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 1:5-9. 

Explaining each of the qualifications is beyond the scope of this session. But here are some 

important observations. 

1. The lists are not the same. 

The lists in Timothy and Titus are evidently not exhaustive because the lists are not identical, 

even though Paul wrote them both. Titus lists about 18 qualifications, while Timothy lists 

roughly 15. For example, Titus lists self-control as a qualification, but 1 Timothy does not. 1 

Timothy says an elder can’t be a new convert, but Titus leaves that out.. 

The conclusion that can be drawn is that these lists are a sample of qualifications, but not the 

only qualifications. For instance, neither lists mentions prayer, but surely an elder leading the 

church should be a prayerful man. Neither list forbids gossip or lying or stealing, but surely an 

elder ought not to be a gossip, liar, or thief. 

So a church should follow the ones listed and let them be a guide for other expectations that 

should be required of elders. 

2. With only two exceptions, all of the qualifications have something to do with the man’s 

character. 

The two exceptions are that he must be “able to teach” (1 Tim. 3:2) and “not a recent convert” 

(3:6). So being qualified as an elder is more about character than it is about a certain skill set. 

3. The lists are remarkable (in one sense) for being unremarkable. 

All of the character qualifications in these lists are somewhere else commanded of all 

Christians. Every qualification is required of all Christians, except for “able to teach” and “not a 

recent convert.” So, for example, when it says that an elder must not be “a drunkard,” that 

doesn’t mean that everyone else is free to get drunk. When it says he’s not to be “a lover of 

money,” that doesn’t mean it’s fine for other Christians to be greedy. 

In all the character qualifications, the requirement laid on the back of elders is laid on everyone 

in the church. As D.A. Carson says, “The idea here is that what is mandated to the whole 



Treasuring Christ Church – Membership Class 

8 

community [the church] must be exemplified in the leaders. If there is a certain kind of moral 

tone expected of all Christians, then surely the leaders must exemplify that moral tone in 

particular.” 

So an elder isn’t someone who is in an altogether separate category—a priestly class. What is 

distinctive is that they best exemplify what is mandated of all Christians. He must be an 

excellent  example. If you can’t say about a man—“imitate his faith and life”—then he shouldn’t 

be an elder. He must live a life that portrays Christ well. 

4. The summary qualification seems to be “above reproach” 

Most commentators agree that if you could boil all the character qualities done to one quality, 

it would be the one that stands at the head of 1 Tim 3 and is mentioned in Titus 1: he must be 

“above reproach.” All the other qualifications illustrate what it means to be “above reproach.” 

Literally the term means “not able to be held.” John MacArthur explains what this means: “You 

can’t take hold of a man above reproach as if he were a criminal who needs detention for his 

actions.” In other words, there’s nothing to accuse him of. He is blameless. He is free from any 

disgraceful blight of character or conduct. Of course, he isn’t sinless. But he lives “in a way that 

gives no cause for others to think badly of the church or the faith or the Lord” (John Piper). 

To be above reproach emphasizes the man’s reputation. How do others see him? If he has 

enemies, why does he have them? Is his testimony good? Does he have unquestionable 

character? 

5. A man must desire the eldership to be an elder. 

There is a sense in which no man in his right mind wants to be an elder because of the weight of 

responsibility. It would be easier in life not to be an elder. After all, Hebrews 13:17 says leaders 

of the church will “have to give an account.” 

But in another sense, the man must want the eldership. 

1 Tim. 3:1: “This saying is trustworthy, if anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he 

desires a noble task.” 

1 Peter 5:2: “shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not 

under compulsion, but willingly” 

So he shouldn’t be pushed into it or unwillingly voted into the role of eldership. 
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6. The process is necessarily selective. 

There is no impulse in Paul to appoint those with technical expertise. Being an excellent 

businessman doesn’t get you a seat. Piper writes: “Better to have spiritually mature bumblers, 

than carnal experts.” Giving large amounts of money doesn’t move a man up the line to be 

appointed. Going to seminary doesn’t guarantee church leadership. There’s no impulse in Paul 

to be democratic and say, “Let’s give everybody a chance to lead. Let’s spread it around.” 

V. HOW ARE ELDERS SELECTED? 

Three brief points will suffice: 

1. The man must be examined to see if he is qualified. 

Since the role of an elder is to teach, guard, care for, and lead the church, there must be some 

kind of examination process that tests a man’s life and doctrine to see whether he is qualified 

biblically. Time is required to observe how a man functions in limited positions of delegated 

oversight. 

2. The man must be appointed by the other elders. 

Once a man has been tested and found qualified, the man is appointed to the eldership by 

elders. The term used for appointing an elder is ordination. Depending on the context, 

commissioning could be the same thing. 

In 1 Tim 4:14, Paul describes how Timothy was ordained: “Do not neglect the gift you have, 

which was given you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you.” Laying on 

of hands is a visible means of identifying with someone. It’s to say: “We commend you to the 

ministry. We stand with you, support you, affirm your right to function in a position of 

leadership.” 

Appointment comes by other elders, but there is a congregational role. The congregation does 

not have a vote, but it should have a voice. Churches should be elder led, but member engaged. 

If the congregation opposed the ordination of man, that signals a problem. 

3. The appointment of elders must not be a hasty process. 

Paul warns, “Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of others; keep 

yourself pure” (1 Tim. 3:2). If the elders lay their hands on a man who is living in sin or 

otherwise unqualified, the elders have entered into his sin. 
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It’s rarely an error to appoint a man too late. It’s always an error to appoint a man too soon. 

The aim isn’t efficiency or speed. There must be sufficient time to observe a man’s character 

and ministry aptitude before appointment. 


