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Pastor-elder-overseer 

Greg Wasser 

With the exception of water baptism, perhaps no other Bible doc
trine has caused as much dissension among Bible-believing Christians 
as church polity. Even the names of certain denominations, such as the 
Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Episcopalians, reflect their own par
ticular form of church government. The strife and confusion that has 
resulted has led many to conclude that polity is not important, or even 
that the New Testatment lays down no specific order for governing local 
churches. For instance, a noted evangelical writes: 

The New Testament writers, it would seem, are not interested in 
establishing a blueprint. They are more concerned with 'life' than with 
defining too closely how the church should be governed and who should 
do what ... There are no uniform models for ministry in the New Testa
ment; the patterns are flexible and versatile'. 

Such ambivalence, however, raises some very important questions: 
If there are no uniform models for church government in the NT, then 
were not the apostles in disagreement over this matter? And yet were they 
not God's channel of revelation? Does this not imply that God's teaching 
on the subject is only relative or at worst contradictory? Would God, who 
insists that all things be done decently and in order (I Cor 14:40), fail 
to provide a blueprint for the local church, which is an integral part of 
His plan for this age? In answer to these questions, Bible-believing Bap
tists would say that 

There is to be found in the Bible a divinely ordained system of 
church government ... What we find is a pattern and a sufficient one. We 
must assert that what we find in the pages of scripture is for our use 
and that having discovered, as best we can, the apostolic practice, it 
is our duty to follow it. 2 

The pattern that Baptists have found in the NT is that there are only 
two offices in the local church, that of the pastor and deacon. However, 
the Bible also mentions elders and bishops. Are these separate officers 
in the church, or are they pastors with the three titles being used inter
changeably? The purpose of this article is to answer those questions. To 
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do so, this survey will consider how the doctrine of the pastoral office 
was revealed throughout the New Testament. Early Christians did not 
have a fully organized church on the Day of Pentecost, and neither did 
they get their church structure in toto from Jewish or other sources. 3 For 
the sake of brevity, only those passages where the Greek words presbyteros, 
episkopos, and poimen (and their derivatives) are used will be examined. 4 

Special attention will be given to the pastor's position and his duties in 
the congregation. The following passages will be reviewed in the order 
they were revealed: James 5:13-16; Acts 11:27-30; Acts 14:21-23; Acts 15:1-23; 
Acts 20:17-38; Ephesians 4:11-16; Philippians 1:1; I Timothy 3:1-7; I Timothy 
5:17-19; I Peter 5:1-4; Titus 1:5-9. 

James 5:13-16 
The first reference to church leadership is found in the epistle of James. 

James, the half-brother of Jesus and leader of the church in Jerusalem 
after the first persecution (Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18), was an eminently prac
tical man who dispensed wisdom to his readers who faced a variety of 
situations in daily living. If they suffered, he said, they should pray; if 
they were cheerful, singing should be their response (v 13). But what if 
they were sick? Rather than suggesting that they go see a doctor or perhaps 
even one who had the gift of healing, James tells them to call for the elders 
of the church. It is helpful at this point to include a brief background 
study of the word elder. 

Long before NT times the word elder was used as a title of honor 
in many ancient cultures. For instance, in Egypt it was a popular designa
tion for village leaders whose duties often depended on the size of their 
community. Priests in pagan temples were sometimes called elders, while 
inscriptions found in Asia Minor indicate that there it was used as a 
technical term for the members of a corporation. 5 The title was even more 
familiar to the Jews. Moses appointed seventy elders to help shoulder the 
burdens of his leadership (Num 11:16-30). From that time elders became 
a fixed feature of Jewish life. Each sizeable village and city had its own 
elders; they sat at the entrance to the town where they dispensed justice 
(Deut 25:7, Ruth 4:1-12). When the synagogue appeared during the Exile, 
elders administered its affairs; they did not always teach, but they saw 
to its government and disciplined its members.6 J B Lightfoot summarizes 
the importance of elders throughout Jewish history: 

In the lifetime of the lawgiver, in the days of the judges, throughout 
the monarchy, during the captivity, after the return, and under Roman 
domination, the 'elders' appear as a integral part of the governing body 
of the country. 7 

In the gospels the word is used primarily in reference to a class of 
religious leaders who are often associated with the chief priests and the 
scribes. However, it is also sometimes used as a comparative designation 
of age, as in Luke 15:25, where it describes the older brother of the pro-
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digal son. 8 In Acts 2: 17 presbyteroi is translated old men; these are con
trasted with younger men on the basis of age. In these two instances the 
usage reflects the lexical meaning of the word, which is to denote greater 
age. It is the comparative of presbys (meaning old), so the concept of age 
is always inherent in the word itself.9 Age and experience was always held 
in high esteem in ancient cultures (much in sharp contrast to our own) 
and only men who were greatly respected obtained positions of leader
ship as elders. Men who became elders certainly were noted for their 
physical and spiritual maturity. 

James speaks of elders (plural) of the church (singular). Whether a 
church had more than one elder would depend on its size and its needs. 
Strong states: 

There is no evidence ... that the plurality which frequently existed 
was due to any other cause than the size of the churches for which these 
elders care. The New Testament example ... does not require a plural 
leadership in every case.' 0 

A plurality of elders would not rule out the leadership of one elder 
among the others. Synagogues were known to have a prominent head 
called the ruler of the synagogue. It is only natural for people to look 
up to one leader. 

James also speaks of one area of their duties. James makes reference 
to believers who were sick (literally, without strength), so sick that they 
were unable to attend church services.11 These church members had the 
responsibility of calling the elders to their home instead of expecting them 
to come on their own. Much like pastors today, the elders were expected 
to visit and pray with the sick,12 but with one added responsibility, to 
anoint them with oil. Rather than using chrioo, the sacred word for anoint
ing (Christ or anointed one comes from it), James employs the world 
aleipho, which means to rub. People of the Middle East used oil for 
medicinal purposes.13 In essence, the church elders were to provide the 
equivalent of medical attention (there were few doctors in those days), 
as well as spiritual help, especially if a church member was unable to pro
cure it for himself.14 Such practice was not unusual in those times; Westcott 
cites rabbinical writings where a rabbi was sent for in times of sickness, 
and Polycarp listed visitation of the sick as one of the duties of elders.15 

Here should be a concern for pastors today: caring for those in their con
gregation who are ill and seeing that their spiritual and physical needs 
are met. As James says, the elders should minister to the whole person.16 

Acts 11:27-30 
At first only the apostles exercised authority in the church and cared 

for the people. Soon however the rapid growth of the congregation re
quired the appointment of deacons to care for the physical needs of the 
believers. When the church in Antioch sent famine relief to their poor 
brethren in Jerusalem, they instructed Barnabas and Saul to deliver it 
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to the elders there. This seems surprising in the light of Acts 6:1-6, for 
deacons had been chosen to dispense material things. The reason Barnabas 
and Saul brought the relief to the elders was that they were the recogniz
ed leaders of the church, higher in authority and position than the 
deacons. The ultimate responsibility for the congregation's needs lay with 
them, although the actual distribution of the funds was done by the 
deacons.17 , 

Acts 14:21-23 
After their outstanding success on their first missionary endeavor, 

Barnabas and Paul returned to Antioch by the way they had come. Along 
the route back they stopped in every city where they had left a nucleus 
of believers and encouraged them to stand strong in the Lord. Then, Luke 
reports, they ordained elders in every church. Who did the ordaining and 
how it was done has been a point of contention. The word ordain is not 
the usual word for ordination into the ministry; it is the word cheirotoneo 
which literally means to stretch out (teino) the hand (cheir). It was used 
at first to describe the voting that took place in the free assembly in 
Athens,1 8 but later took on the more general meaning of appointing or 
electing by any means. It occurs only once elsewhere in the New Testa
ment at II Corinthians 8:19 where Paul describes one (probably Luke) "who 
was also chosen of the churches to travel with us:' In this instance, the 
obvious reference is to a church vote. However in Acts 10:41 where a com
pound form of the verb appears, the meaning is more that of appoint
ing.19 Yet the congregations must have had a say in the matter. That the 
same word can mean to vote as well as to appoint may indicate that Luke 
intended both meanings. In any case, 

Luke does not feel that it is necessary here in Acts 14 to repeat details 
as to the method of choosing to the eldership, since he has already given 
details twice before (Acts 1,6). We may be reasonably sure that the selec
tion of elders here in Acts 14 was made by the congregation under the 
direction of the apostles who set forth the qualifications. 20 

In other words, as in Acts 1 and 6, the appointment by the missionaries 
was no more than their sanction of the people's choice. 21 From such 
evidences of church polity in the NT, those in office guide in the election 
process, but the people do the choosing. The leaders of the church can 
screen out an unworthy candidate, but the church cannot be compelled 
to accept officers it does not want. 22 

Some object that elders were appointed as early as two years after 
the gospel was first preached. It was the practice of Paul and Barnabas 
to begin their efforts in the synagogue of each city if it had one (cf Acts 
13:46; 14:1), so they frequently reaped a nucleus of Jews and proselytes 
who were quite familiar with the Old Testament Scriptures. 23 Perhaps their 
newness in the Lord explains why the missionaries played a greater part 
in the selection of elders than would normally be expected. Although 
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some have argued that "this first case is intended to be typical of the way 
of appointment in all later cases:'24 it is better understood as the practice 
in infant churches rather than in established churches. Paul and Barnabas 
commended these congregations to the Lord because they realized that 
they probably would not be able to return to oversee later selection pro
cesses. Their actions, however, do have something to say of their concept 
of the local church: 

It is probable that, in Paul's estimation, some definite organization 
was implied in the idea of a church, and until the brotherhood in a 
city was organized, it was not in the strictest sense a church .. The fun
damental part of the church organization lay in the appointment of 
elders. 25 

Divine wisdom dictated to Paul and Barnabas that the only hope for 
the survival of these fledgling churches was strong qualified leadership. 
Briefly it should be noted again that a plurality of elders is mentioned. 
The phrase in every church is distributive (church by church) and in
dicates that several elders were appointed in each church. 26 

Acts 15:1-23 
While the early church was predominantly Jewish, its character quickly 

began to change as Paul and his associates brought many Gentile con
verts into the body of Christ. This new influx prompted debate among 
Jewish Christians: how much of the Mosaic law should the Gentile 
believers observe? Some went so far as to say that without circumcision 
a Gentile could not be saved, while Paul and Barnabas upheld salvation 
by faith alone (v 1). When controversy erupted, the church in Antioch 
decided to send Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem in order to find answers 
to this sticky problem. With instructions to meet with the apostles and 
elders (v 2), they arrived in Jerusalem where they were welcomed by the 
same group (v 4). When similar controversy arose among the believers 
there, it was the apostles and elders who came together to consider the 
matter (v 6). That these two groups are mentioned together several times 
in relation to these doctrinal issues indicates that they had authority among 
the people and took a leading part in the decisions of the church. 27 This 
is not to say that elders were equal in authority to the apostles (the apostles 
are always mentioned first), but 

This verse would seem to imply that even though the apostles were 
there with all their apostolic authority over the church, still the elders 
of each congregation were also looked on as leaders in those 
congregations-men whose function was not superseded or impinged 
upon even by an apostle. 28 

Since no other officers in the church are mentioned, such as the 
deacons, it can be concluded that the elders held a high position of authori
ty in the church. Because of their position they took a leading part in 
the important discussions that took place (v 7). 
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In the course of discussion, Peter offered his opinion and Barnabas 
and Paul testified of God's working among the Gentiles. The final speaker 
was James. Who this man was and what his position was is not clear. 
Many are agreed that he was the half-brother of Jesus. Concerning his 
position, some have said that he is the nearest thing in the early church 
to what we consider a (senior) pastor. 29 This is not the only time James 
is mentioned in this capacity. In Acts 12:17 he is especially singled out 
among the people to be informed of Peter's escape from the hand of 
Herod. 30 Paul called him a pillar of the church in Galatians 2:9 and even 
mentioned his name first before that of Peter and John. 31 He is also known 
as an apostle (Gal 1:19), most likely in the sense of a witness to the resur
rected Lord (cf I Cor 15:7). All this evidence makes James much more 
than a temporary spokesman. Admittedly, James is never called an elder, 
but his name is mentioned often in connection with the elders of the 
Jerusalem church. 32 Since at times he is mentioned alone and at other 
times he is included with the elders, it can be inferred that while one 
among several elders, he had a greater authority. 33 

Further proof of James' authority is evident as he begins his speech, 
"Brethren, listen to me" (v 13). As the last speaker, he had the final word 
as he summarized Peter's remarks and how they agreed with OT prophecy. 34 

James concluded, "Therefore, my sentence is" (v 19). The wording here 
is emphatic (I for my part judge);35 it was a common phrase used in the 
Greek town assemblies to introduce one's opinion. Although James was 
not settling the matter simply by his own opinion, 36 his authority was 
obvious in his manner and words, and his judgment carried great weight 
when the Jerusalem church made its recommendations. 37 Such was James' 
influence as the chief elder; his word was not law, but his opinion was 
highly respected and considered by those who heard him. 

Acts 20:17-38 
After Paul had completed his third missionary journey, he prepared 

to set sail for Jerusalem for what would be the beginning of the last chapter 
of his life. While on the way, he stopped over in Miletus, where he called 
for the elders of the church of Ephesus. This group of men had a special 
place in his heart, for he had ministered in their city for over three years. 
Most likely he would never see them again, so with words of warm ex
hortation he instructed them on how to care for the saints in their charge. 

In his address, Paul explained to these elders that the Holy Spirit, 
not Paul, had made them overseers over the flock; theirs was a heavenly 
calling. Paul uses episkopos, sometimes translated bishop in the New Testa
ment. A more accurate rendering that better conveys its meaning is 
overseer. Etymologically, it means one who looks upon, looks at, or takes 
care of; hence, an overseer, superintendent, or guardian. 38 Although it 
was most often used in a general sense, it was at times employed as an 
official title. In Attic Greek it was applied to commissioners sent to govern 
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new colonies, while later it was used to refer to officers responsible for 
various municipal and commercial matters. 39 Even priests in the temple 
of Apollos at Rhodes claimed the title, 40 as well as the presidents of heathen 
fraternities who had the duty of administering their funds. 41 In the Sep
tuagint it was used of taskmasters over building operations (II Chron 
34:12,17; Isa 60:17), of captains of small groups (Neh 11:9,14,22), and of 
Eleazar, who was responsible for the oversight of the Tabernacle (Num 
4:16). Even the Qumran community had its equivalent of an overseer. 
His duty was examining candidates for membership, teaching the works 
of God, and caring for the members of the community. 42 

In this passage the two terms elders and overseers are used inter
changeably; the same men are called both elders and overseers (vv 17,28). 
The early church fathers did the same;43 it was not until the end of the 
second century that Ignatius of Antioch first introduced a third and 
separate office of the bishop as one superior in authority to the elders. 44 

Later, bishops extended their pastoral authority over a group of churches 
in a certain geographical area.45 Yet even then men such as Jerome who 
studied their Bibles discovered that "the elder is identical with the bishop:'46 

This same truth has been realized by many, no matter what their 
denominational affiliation. J B Lightfoot, an Anglican, says: 

lt is a fact now generally recognized by theologians of all shades 
of opinion, that in the language of the New Testament the same officer 
of the church is called indifferently "bishop" and "elder" or "presbyter!'47 

In describing the position of the Ephesian elders toward their con
gregation (over which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, v 28), 
the rendering of the AV can be misleading. It tends to make the overseers 
seem distinct from and superior to the flock, whereas a better transla
tion, among, keeps them level with the people, although still greater in 
authority. 48 Although authority is essential to the office, that is not the 
basic idea here. 49 They received their office and authority because they 
had been "made" overseers. The Greek word here means "to set or place:' 
The Holy Spirit first created the position and then prepared these men 
as the right individuals to fill the position. The Holy Spirit provided the 
pattern for the local church as well as the gifts men needed to be qualified 
for spiritual leadership. 50 

As overseers of the flock, Paul exhorts them to feed the church of 
God (v 28). Here Paul uses the verbal form of poimen, shepherd or pastor. 
These same men were known as elders, overseers" and pastors. 

The same spiritually mature individual (elder) who is entrusted with 
the responsibility to feed the flock through teaching (pastoring) is given 
the responsibility to oversee the flock (bishop). 'Elder' refers to the dignity 
surrounding the office; 'bishop' speaks of the duties relating to the of
fice; and 'shepherd' relates to the ministry of feeding and protecting." 

This concept of pastoring or shepherding is not restricted merely to 
that of feeding, but must encompass the entire work of the shepherd, 
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which includes protecting the flock (vv 29-30). Closely intertwined with 
the idea of overseeing, these two descriptions of church leadership describe 
in picturesque language the complete care elders are to have for their 
congregations. si 

Ephesians 4:11-16, 
Three years after his tearful good-bye to the Ephesian elders, Paul pens 

this wonderful letter to the congregation they served. Writing on one of 
his favorite themes, the church, Paul expresses his desire for their unity. 
That unity, he explains, comes from right living and right doctrine (vv 
1-6). That is their part, but God too unifies them. He has given each one 
of them gifts (vv 7-8) and He has given them men to prepare them to 
use their gifts (v 11). When all work together, teacher and student alike, 
the local church matures and unity is the by-product. 

Those whom Paul lists as men given to the church are apostles, pro
phets, evangelists, pastors and teachers. 53 Actually, there are two groups 
mentioned here. Those in the first group, apostles and prophets, held tem
porary offices; they disappeared from the scene as the New Testament was 
being completed.s 4 They formed the foundation of the church (cf 2:20). 
The second group builds on that foundation; they are the permanent of
ficers of the church. Evangelists are itinerant missionaries or church 
planters, such as Paul was.ss The others are pastor-teachers. In the original 
the recurring tous de (translated some) is not found before teachers; a simple 
kai connects it with pastors. s6 Hence, a better translation would be and 
He gave some pastor-teachers. 

As God's gift to the church, the pastor's primary role is that of a 
teacher; his goal is to prepare his people to minister and edify (v 12). The 
New Testament knows nothing of the great gap between the clergy and 
laity as it is practiced in many churches today. The pastors do not do 
all the work; they prepare the people to minister to others. The people 
and the pastors work together, with the pastors guiding and directing their 
joint efforts. This is the sense of verse 12. s7 

Philippians 1:1 
In his salutation to the church in Philippi, a work which Paul himself 

had started, he addresses two groups, the people and their leaders. The 
leaders he mentions are the bishops (overseers) and deacons. This was 
a duly organized church and the officers in that assembly that Paul greets 
are the bishops and deacons. ss He chooses to call them overseers, but 
he could have addressed them as pastors or elders. This is only more proof 
that 

If the Scriptures be appealed to, and primitive churches be accepted 
as examples, it would seem to be a question settled, that in apostolic 
times, and for many years after, pastors and deacons only were known 
as permanent church officers. 59 
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Of all of Paul's epistles, Philippians is the only letter in which Paul 
directly addresses the church leaders. Certainly that does not mean that 
churches such as in Corinth or Galatia did not have pastors or deacons; 
Paul sometimes spoke of church officers in more general terms (cf Rom 
12:8; I Cor 12:28; 16:16; I Thess 5:12).60 He may have included the bishops 
and deacons here in his greeting to thank them for their initiative in send
ing the love gifts to Paul or to encourage them to carry out Paul's 
instructions. 61 

I Timothy 3:1-7 
In the first of what are commonly known as the pastoral epistles, Paul 

writes to Timothy, his true son in the faith (v 2). Paul and Timothy had 
travelled and worked together on several missionary endeavors, but now 
Timothy was in Ephesus, dealing with the false teachers there (v 3). Paul 
offers practical advice to his younger colleague, to show him how to con
duct (himself) in the house of God (3:15). With that purpose in mind, 
this letter can be very helpful understanding the pastoral office. 

Paul begins this section with one of his faithful sayings: "If a man 
desires the office of a bishop, he desires a good work" (v 1). Later in the 
chapter he refers to deacons (vv 8ff). If the local church had any more 
than these two offices of overseer and deacon, certainly Paul would have 
laid down qualifications for them, too. This is again further proof that 
overseers, pastors, and elders are equivalent titles for the same office. 62 

Paul goes on to say that to have the desire for the office of overseer 
is not enough; one must also meet the strict qualifications for the posi
tion (vv 2-7). If such requirements were in order, this is evidence then 
"that the Lord intended that the offices or functions of (overseer) ... con
tinue in the churches throughout the ages:'63 If each succeeding genera
tion of churches is to appoint overseers, then they must know how to 
discern qualified men for that office.64 And if a potential officeholder must 
first be personally qualified and then trained and appointed by the church, 
then his appointment certainly should be a lifelong matter. 65 

Of the qualifications listed here, the position of overseer is restricted 
to men. There are several reasons for this: (1) the original overseers were 
the apostles, who were men; (2) Paul previously said that he did not allow 
a woman to have authority over men (2:12); (3) every adjective in this 
list, as well as the word overseer, is masculine; and (4) Paul says the overseer 
must be the husband of one wife (v 2).66 Also, only men who were spiritual
ly mature could qualify; new converts were excluded (v 6). This reflects 
the basic meaning of the word elder, that of man who is older, more 
spiritual, and experienced in the work of the church. 67 

Two duties inherent in the pastoral office, teaching and administra
tion, are evident here. First, an overseer must be able to teach (v 2). The 
emphasis given to this qualification indicates the importance Paul attached 
to the teaching gift in the church leadership. 68 John Calvin recognized 
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that teaching is "the chief gift in a bishop, who is elected principally for 
the sake of teaching; for the church cannot be governed in any other 
way than by the Word of God:'69 Since the overseer must also administer, 
his fitness for the position depends on his own success in managing his 
household (vv 4-5). Just as the emphasis in pastoring is teaching and in 
overseeing is ruling, so the man who fills this two-fold office must be capable 
of doing both well.' 

Significantly, overseer is singular in this passage while deacons is plural. 
Hendriksen tries to argue that the definite article before "overseer" makes 
it generic, representing the entire class, but he gives no explanation as 
to why Paul does not do the same with the deacons. 70 Since some NT 
churches had a plurality of elders the best conclusion is that the Scrip
tures allow for plurality of leadership but do not dictate it. 

I Timothy 5:17-19 
In continuing his instruction on the order of the local church, Paul 

turns to what the church's attitude should be toward its elders. In verse 
17 Paul refers to elders who have performed their ministry well in ruling 
and teaching. The wording in this verse has led some to try to make a 
distinction between elders who only teach and elders who only rule. John 
Calvin was the first to make this differentiation. 71 Jon Zens, a Baptist who 
usually sympathizes with Reformed views, calls this distinction artificial. 72 

The NT certainly militates against the teaching that there are two kinds 
of elders. The elder is also a bishop and a pastor; as bishop the elder rules 
and as pastor he teaches (Acts 20:17-38; Eph 4:11-16; I Tim 3:2,4-5). Since 
the elder performs both duties, the distinction in I Timothy 5: 17 is not 
between ruling elders and teaching elders or between lay elders and paid 
pastors, but between those who rule and teach and those who rule and 
teach well. It is not the function in question here, but the execution of 
the function. 73 

This verse does not give sufficient warrant for the Reformed view 
of two classes of elders, those who ruled and those who taught. Every 
elder engaged in teaching (3:2). However, some would do so with more 
energy and excellence than others. The differentiation in this verse is 
between those who do the work perfunctorily and those who labor to 
the end of their strength in performing their function. 74 

These elders who have performed their ministry well are entitled to 
double honor, as Paul says. The Greek word for honor, time, usually means 
respect or reverence, but can also have the sense of compensation, as in 
honorarium. 75 Which meaning it takes depends on the surrounding con
text and the teaching of Scripture as a whole. In the verse that follows, 
Pauls quotes from Deuteronomy 25:4 as scriptural support for honoring 
faithful elders: "Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn:' 
Since he uses this same scripture in I Corinthians 9:9 to support his argu-
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ment that he and Barnabas should benefit financially from those whom 
they benefitted spiritually, it should have the same intent here in this 
passage, that of urging financial remuneration for the elders. 76 Earlier in 
this same chapter Paul makes a similar connection; widows should be 
honored in the local church by supporting them materially (cp v 3 with 
vv 4,8,16). 77 Similarly, in Christ's understanding of the fifth command
ment, He too tied financial support in with honoring one's parents (Matt 
15:1-9). 78 Further, in Galatians 6:6 Paul urged those who were taught in 
the Word to share their material blessings with those who did the 
teaching. 79 There is thus substantial indication that "honor" here refers 
to financial remuneration, a salary. 

That the honor (or honorarium) given should be a double honor is 
not to be taken too strictly; Paul uses it in a figurative sense as a com
parison. 80 Those who merely perform their duties deserve honor (a salary), 
but those who excel in their labors deserve double honor (a raise, so to 
speak). This is the least that the church can do for them, for their respon
sibilities are too great to fulfill if they must make a living for themselves 
and their family. 81 

I Peter 5:1·4 
As Peter the apostle addresses elders in his first epistle, he reminds 

them that he too is an elder and therefore knows what the position re
quires. Their first and foremost duty, he instructs them, is to feed the 
flock of God (v 2). Not surprisingly, the word Peter uses for feed is the 
same word found in John 21:16 and Acts 20:28, referring to the entire 
work of a shepherd. Paul closely intertwined the twin concepts of shep
herding and overseeing. Now Peter does the same, for he too connects 
these two thoughts in telling these elders to pastor the flock and take 
its oversight (vv 2-3). By doing so they would be following in the footsteps 
of their Lord, who is the Shepherd and Bishop of men's souls (2:25). 82 

Shepherds had to watch over their flock, as well as find pasture for them. 
Administrators such as kings were also called shepherds. 

Peter warns these fellow elders against seeking dishonest gain; do not 
do it for filthy lucre, he says (v 2). He warned against men in leadership 
positions only for what they could get out of it financially. Paul had earlier 
said that such men were not fit for the office (I Tim 3:3). However, how 
could this have been a problem, if it were not that elders were receiving 
a salary from the church? Perhaps some of these early church leaders receiv
ed such a paltry wage that they were eager to get more. 83 

In one further warning, Peter urges these men not to act as lords over 
those entrusted to their care (v 3). As elders in the congregation they 
possessed great authority and the subtle temptation existed to misuse that 
power. 84 However, the church is not their church; it is God's flock (v 2), 
for He purchased it with the blood of His own Son (Acts 20:28). It is 
only theirs in the sense that it has been given to them as stewards; they 
serve merely as undershepherds to the Chief Shepherd (v 4). 85 
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Titus 1:5-7 
Titus' relationship to Paul was much the same as that of Timothy; 

Paul considered him as if he were his very own son, for they had also 
travelled and worked together on many occasions. Now Titus had been 
sent to the island of Crete to set things in order in the churches there 
(1:5). One of his first tasks was to appoint elders in every city. Although 
the wording here is 'the same as in Acts 14:23, the word for appoint is 
a different one; it does, however, have a similar meaning of setting down, 
establishing, arranging. It does not mean to ordain, as in the sense of 
laying on of hands. 86 

How the elders were to be appointed is not explained by Paul; evidently 
Titus understood exactly how it was to be done from past experience in 
working with Paul. He probably acted as the presiding officer over the 
selection process, instructing the people on the conditions of the office 
and weeding out any unsuitable candidates if necessary. 87 Much like Paul 
and Barnabas did in Acts 14, Titus would have exercised a much greater 
role because the work was new. The church in Ephesus was twelve years 
old when Paul gave instructions to Timothy that a spiritual novice should 
not hold the position of overseer (I Tim 3:6); he seems to waive that re
quirement here, probably because the churches there had not been in 
existence as long. 88 

After describing to Titus some of the qualifications of an elder, Paul 
continues, "Let the bishop be ... (v 7):' Paul is not adding a third officer 
to the local church; once again he is equating the titles of elder and bishop 
with the same man. The evidence is incontrovertible: 

Either the conjunction gar has no meaning and the writer is talk
ing about two different offices; or else he is still talking intelligible Greek, 
but is using the two words 'presbyter' and 'bishop' to refer to the same 
office. 89 

One final note is that the importance of teaching in the eider's ministry 
is once again repeated. He must hold fast to the teaching of the Word 
of God, knowing it well enough that he can urge others to hed it. 

Conclusion 
There are several conclusions based on the study of these passages. 

One is that there are only two offices in the local church. Although the 
Bible refers to elders, bishops, and pastors (besides the deacons), these 
are only different titles for the same office. They are used interchangeably 
(Acts 20:17-38; I Pet 5:1-4; Titus 1:5-9). Therefore we must reject the 
episcopalian form of church government that sets bishops apart from and 
over pastors. At the same time we must also set aside the presbyterian 
system of polity as unscriptural, for it makes a false distinction between 
ruling and teaching elders (or lay and pastoral elders) that Paul did not 
make (I Tim 5:17-19). Finally, the Plymouth Brethren are wrong in rejec
ting paid pastors, for that same passage shows that elders should be 
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honored financially for their ministry. The only church polity that has 
any foundation in the Bible is Baptist polity. It recognizes the inter
changeable use of the three terms elder, bishop, and pastor; insists that 
pastors both teach and rule; requires that each church support its pastor 
financially; and even allows for a pluarlity of leadership by hiring assis
tant pastors when the work grows beyond the capability of its first pastor. 

The Scripture passages just studied outline many of the responsibilities 
of elder/pastor/overseer. He holds a position of authority in the church. 
He is considered the leader of the church; his concern is with the spiritual 
needs of the people, which are far more important in the light of eternity 
than their physical needs, the domain of the deacons. At the same time 
he is warned against misusing that God-given authority; he has been put 
in trust with God's flock and so should act accordingly (I Pet 5:4). His 
ministry concerns the whole person, physical Oames 5:14-16), material (Acts 
11:27-30), and spiritual (I Pet 5:1-4). By teaching and feeding his people 
and managing the affairs of the church, he and the congregation can work 
together to accomplish God's purposes, the salvation of the lost and the 
edification of the saints. 
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Marsden, George M, Reforming Fundamentalism (Grand Rapids: Wm 
B Eerdmans Pub! Co, 1987, 311 pp hard $19.95); reviewed by E Robert Jordan 

I believe the most important book published in the Christian world in 1987 
is the book Reforming Fundamentalism by George M Marsden. Unwittingly George 
Marsden has done true Biblical Fundamentalism a real service with the writing 
and publishing of this book. As Fundamentalists we can teach the doctrinal posi
tion and the associational position of the New Evangelicals. But we haven't been 
able to document the ethical position of the New Evangelical. This book cer
tainly does it in bold black and white print. 

So often you hear a few fundamentalists saying "The Neo Evangelical loves, 
or the Neo Evangelical forgives, or the New Evangelical is compassionate:' But 
after reading this book and seeing the relationship of the professors, business 
men, trustees, etc, you will certainly have a change of mind. One thing is cer
tain after reading it. . ll of true love is not on the side of the New Evangelical, 
and all of the heat is not on the side of real Fundamentalism. 

Marsden shows clearly how Fundamentalism at Fuller and other institutions 
went from true Fundamentalism to the extreme position of New Evangelicals 
and their denial of the inerrancy of Scripture as it is today. Every pastor and 
student considering the ministry should read this book and have it in their library. 


