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An Emmanuel Position Paper

Multiple Eldership: The New Testament Pattern for Local Church Leadership

Introduction

The church we read about in the Bible was organized in a very simple way. The pattern was to have 2 or more qualified men overseeing each local congregation or church. Elders are the spiritual leaders of a congregation. 

Note the following texts where plural eldership is mentioned (note that elder, bishop and presbyter mean the same thing in scripture) …
· Acts 11:30--elders at the church of Antioch 

· Acts 14:23--Paul and Barnabas appoint "elders in every church" 

· Acts 15:2, 4, 6, 22, 23; 16:4--elders at the church in Jerusalem 

· Acts 20:17, 28--elders/bishops at the church of Ephesus (v. 17--"elders of the church") 

· Acts 21:18--elders at the church in Jerusalem 

· Phil 1:1--the church at Philippi has bishops and deacons 

· 1 Tim 5:17--elders at the church of Ephesus 

· Titus 1:5--Titus is to appoint elders in every town7 

· Jas 5:14--"the elders of the church" 

· 1 Pet 5:1-2--"the elders among you" 
The evidence is overwhelming. "It is not as much as hinted in the New Testament that the church would ever need — or indeed should ever want or tolerate — any other local leadership than that of the eldership group." -J. Alec Motyer.
So why is the church so confused? Well, let’s have a look at the diversity there is today. As we do so we will draw more and more on what the bible says, or if you don’t want to read too much, just look up the list above in your Bible. Then skip to the section… The Biblical Pattern.
Also, if you want a bit of discussion, there are some final reflections at the end under Further Discussion (who is the ‘Chief Shepherd?’, equality and diversity, practical considerations, functioning as a team, ‘first among equals?’ etc.)
Church Government
(Adapted from Theopedia: An Encyclopedia of Christianity)

Church government (or sometimes church polity) is that branch of ecclesiology (study of the church) that addresses the organizational structure and hierarchy of the church. There are basically three types of church government that have developed in the various Christian denominations: the episcopal, the presbyterian, and the congregational.

Types of Church Government Common Today

Episcopal
The episcopal form of government has been the polity of the Church catholic as early as Ignatius of Antioch, all the way down to the time of the Reformation. Advocates for an episcopal form of church government argue that the sheer fact that it went virtually uncontested until the time of the Reformation testifies to its claims of apostolicity, although not all contemporary episcopalian apologists argue from history rather than Scripture. 

Presbyterian
Common in Presbyterian and Reformed churches, this form of church government is commonly described as "Elder-run" or "Presbyter-run".

Typically, original authority--that is the authority that the church believes Christ gave to it--is said to reside at the local elder level in this model of polity. Thus the "highest" authority in a presbyterian or reformed church (after Christ) is said to be the Elders of the church. Those elders are typically elected by the congregation on a periodic basis (usually a term lasts about 3 years). Sometimes elders are elected by the drawing of lots.

Those who are elected to office serve their terms as the spiritual/theological/moral/visionary leaders of the congregation. They also then participate in the governance of the regional body of churches (sometimes called a "classis") by sending delegates to a classes meeting on a regular basis. The "classical" level of church governance, in the presbyterian model, is not a higher authority, but rather is seen as a "delegated" authority--one that only derives it's power from the acquiescence of the Elders at the local level.

In a similar manner, Classis will send a select number of delegates to a still broader body of authority, sometimes called a Synod. The Synod will meet regularly (yearly, for example) to discuss major issues of theology and practice facing the whole denomination. Synod too, however, does not have a "higher" authority, except insofar as its "delegated" authority is accepted by classes and local Elders.

In this structure it is important to note as well that the "Reverend" or "Minister of the Word and Sacrament"--the Pastor--is recognized essentially as one of the Elders with a specialized role. The Pastor in this model of governance does not have special authority beyond that of the Elders, except insofar as, due to their role and training, they are recognized to be "expert" in the spiritual and theological life of the local congregation.

Congregational
Congregational polity draws its name from the independence of local congregations from the authority and control of other religious bodies. Paige Patterson has summarized congregational polity as follows:

"The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church defines "congregationalism" as "that form of Church polity which rests on the independence and autonomy of each local church." According to this source, the principles of democracy in church government rest on the belief that Christ is the sole head of his church, the members are all priests unto God, and these units are regarded each as an outcrop and representative of the church universal." (Who Runs the Church?: 4 Views on Church Government, Steven B. Cowan, gen. ed., p. 135, Zondervan 2004)

Churches organized with a congregational polity may be involved in conventions, districts or associations which allow them to share common beliefs, cooperate in joint ministry efforts and regulate clergy with other congregations. Churches organized with a congregational polity generally disapprove of acknowledging authority in councils or other proceedings involving delegates or representatives from outside the local congregation. However, congregational polity does not prevent a local congregation's leadership from adopting the decision or position of another congregation or a council or other gathering.

Single elder/pastor led

In a congregational church led by a single elder/pastor, primary leadership in all decisions and doctrinal determinations is vested in a single leader. (Who Runs the Church?, p. 150-52) Typically, this leader also performs the duties of a senior pastor/minister and provides the preaching and teaching ministries for the church in addition to administrative leadership. Often, a congregational church led by a single elder/pastor was founded by that singular leader or by a previous singular leader who appointed the present leader.

Paige Patterson argues that, despite biblical evidence undeniably exists in support of a plurality of elders, several factors support the ascendancy of a principal elder as the singular leader of the congregation. Those factors include: 1) the general pattern in the Old and New Testaments (e.g. Moses, the judges, Peter, James the brother of Jesus); 2) the pattern of the early church (e.g. John Chrysostom in Antioch and at Saint Sophia's in Constantinople, Augustine in Hippo, Jonathan Edwards in Northampton); 3) influence of the synagogue on the church, including adoption by the church of the "president of the synagogue" in the form of the "pastor/elder/overseer"; and 4) the psychology of human leadership. (Who Runs the Church, pp. 150-52)

Responding to Patterson, L. Roy Taylor raises concerns regarding the accountability of this polity. Taylor, writing as a proponent of Presbyterian polity, comments, "[I]n my estimation, it is easier for a few knowledgeable and determined people to manipulate a convention (congregationalism) than it is to manipulate a deliberative body." (Who Runs the Church?, p. 164) Writing as a proponent of plural elder congregationalism, Samuel E. Waldron points out that a single-elder congregational polity is precisely the model that led to episcopacy in the early church. (Who Runs the Church, p. 177-78)

Patterson's position addresses common practices by Baptist churches in America. It does not address single-elder congregational polity structures common in Pentecostal, Charismatic and congregations from other traditions. Though experience has brought about modification of the more extreme manifestations, single-elder congregationalism in some of these traditions consolidated authority to the point of autocracy.

Concerns related to the more extreme forms of single-elder congregationalism has resulted in more accountability within Pentecostal congregations such as those affiliated with the Assemblies of God. Also, common experience with the consequences of unaccountable authority ranging from inappropriate use of church finances all the way to the tragedy in Jonestown are often relied upon by opponents of this structure in favour of increased accountability.

Common in some Baptist and Congregational churches.

Democratic congregational

In a congregational church led by a democratically elected leadership board or council, final authority for all decisions and doctrinal determinations are vested in a plurality of representative leaders selected by the congregation. The titles of the individual leaders and the structure of the leadership board or council varies.

One common use of this structure involves the election of "elders" to an "elder board". The "elders" make business and spiritual decisions for the congregation by committee and serve individually as examples and mentors to the rest of the congregation. Often "deacons" are also elected to provide leadership within specific committees, ministries or administrative functions. Typically, "deacons" are subordinate to the authority of the "elders". In some congregational churches, "deacons" serve on a unified "board" with the elders with equal voting authority.

Another common use of this structure acknowledges the "pastor" as the single "elder" for the congregation who participates in decision-making with a "deacon board" comprised of the "pastor" and "deacons" selected by the congregation. The "pastor" also typically serves as chief executive officer for the congregation in implementing the decisions of the leadership board on a day-to-day basis.

Terminology and titles vary from church to church.

Common in Baptist, Congregational, and Lutheran churches.

Plural elder-led

In a congregational church led by a plurality of elders, final authority for all decisions and doctrinal determinations are vested in a plurality of elders acting in committee. This structure is very similar to the "elder board" approach to the democratic congregational structure, often differing only in the method used to select the elders and/or in the term of service of each elder. In some congregations, elders are appointed by someone or some entity respected by the congregation and allows this authority. In some congregations, elders serve until they resign, die or are removed by the congregation or their peers for doctrinal or moral failures. This structure can, but does not always, include the use of "deacons" or other leaders subordinate to the authority of the elders.

Common in Evangelical Free churches and some Baptist churches.
The Biblical Pattern

The three prominent forms of church government all appeal to the Scriptures as well as church tradition for support of their respective positions. However, the Bible is not silent on the subject, and key elements in the biblical examples are clear... 

· There is no distinction between "elders", "bishops" and  presbyters (Titus 1:5-7; Acts 20:17, 28); these represent the same office and order.

· Each congregation and centre of leadership is to have a plurality of elders (Acts 14:23; 20:17;Phil. 1:1), not one-man rule.

· These elders have oversight of the church (Acts 20:28; 1 Pet. 5:2-3) and are thus responsible to rule the congregation (1 Tim. 3:5; 5:17; 1 Thes. 5:12; Heb. 13:7, 17, 24). They judge among the brothers (cf. 1 Cor. 6:5) and, in contrast to all the members, they do the rebuking (1 Tim. 5:20). 
· The elders are assisted in their ministry by "deacons" who give attention to tackling any practical issues that would otherwise distract from the ministry of the word and prayer, and hence help promote continuing church growth (Phil. 1:1; Acts 6:1-6; cf. 1 Tim. 3:8-13).

· The office-bearers in the church are nominated and elected by the members of the congregation (e.g. Acts 6:5-6), but must also be examined, confirmed and ordained by the present board of elders (Acts 6:6; 13: 1-3; 1 Tim. 4: 14).

We at Emmanuel are eager to build a church on a strong scriptural pattern, and are committed to putting God’s word into practice. We will never be perfect, but this is our calling, and we will pursue it.
Further Reading

· Is Polity That Important?, by Stan Norman and Chad Brand

· New church governance book sets forth 5 perspectives, by David Roach

· Setting Things in Order: An Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Eldership, by Alex Strauch (full version available online)

· Reflections on the Church by Reid Monaghan

Other Discussion
	Equality And Diversity Among The Elders

All elders have equal authority and share equal responsibility for leadership in the local assembly. The only "Chief Shepherd” in the church is Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 5:4). Since all elders are pastors and all pastors are elders, the idea of an elder board with a "pastor" as the commanding officer is without New Testament warrant, although the concept of elder equality does not indicate that all elders perform the exact same functions. 

The true test of plural eldership is the submission of elders to one another in the decision making process. That is, all elders of a local church have the final say on matters pertaining to the faith and practice of that local assembly. Of course, the elders are all subject to the final authority of God's Word. Elders, then, must work together as a council of equals to arrive at conclusions of which each elder is supportive.

Elders do not take on all the work of ministry for themselves. Rather, biblical elders function as player-coaches to develop and direct believers into active ministry. The elders are responsible for facilitating this mutual ministry concept.

If one takes the doctrine of sola scriptura seriously, the structure and functioning of the local church must be Biblical. Traditions of men must be put aside in favour of God's order for the local church. Although many godly men adhere to the "one man" pastor church structure and enjoy very fruitful ministries, pragmatism can never replace Biblical truth. 
What about the ‘double honour’ passage?

1 Timothy 5.17 says ‘The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honour, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching’. This means what it says, ‘double honour’, but cannot be stretched to mean creating a separate superior office within the eldership, any more than Paul the ‘chief spokesman’ was superior to Barnabas, who had a prophetic ministry. Both were still considered ‘apostles’. So it is that elders will vary in their gifting, time available etc., but still have equal standing in the congregation.
So by all means, if an elder (though note above that it is ‘elders’ – plural, that Paul has in mind here) does well in his ministry, applaud it, and be thankful. We are free to honour them in this way. But this is not the same as creating a new order of leaders.
Jesus the only Chief Shepherd

In a true biblical eldership, the one with final authority and the only one in the place of prominence is Jesus Christ. This is not just a theological concept but an operational reality. In an eldership, the elder-overseers are not the final authority, but are seekers together of the will of Him who has the final authority. By functioning as a collegial group, they are able to confirm to one another the will of God and protect the assembly from human error. 

Practical Considerations

I don’t think a biblical eldership can work.

To attempt to establish a biblical doctrine based on a human perception of whether or not it will work is a prescription for error. The job of the student of the Word is not to determine what will or will not work, but to determine what God has instructed us to do. Those who have dismissed the concept of plural pastoral oversight on the basis that it cannot work should ask themselves why it cannot work. Why shouldn’t several humble, godly men be able to seek the Lord together and come to a mutual agreement? Why shouldn’t they be able to say, “It seems good to the Holy Spirit and to us...”? Acts 15

The truth is, plural pastoral oversight is only unworkable when one of two situations exists: 1) One man, due to fear and/or pride, succumbs to the belief that he is greater, wiser, or more qualified than all others and therefore must be in charge; or 2) The man who presently serves as pastor is unwilling to get off his throne due to the power, recognition, and/or financial benefits that come with it. In other words, he really likes being the monarchical leader and does not want to give up the status, power, and prestige of his title and office.

The Benefits of a Council of Equals 

Balancing people’s weaknesses 
Collective leadership can provide a church leader with critically needed recognition of and balance for his faults and deficiencies. In a team leadership structure different members complement one another and balance one another’s weaknesses. 

Lightening the work load 
Shared pastoral leadership also helps to lighten a very heavy workload. If the long hours, weighty responsibilities, and problems of shepherding a congregation of people are not enough to overwhelm a person, then dealing with people’s sins and listening to seemingly endless complaints and bitter conflicts can crush a person. 

Providing accountability 
The collective leadership of a biblical eldership provides a formal structure for genuine accountability. Only when there is genuine accountability between equals in leadership is there any hope for breaking down the horrible abuse of pastoral authority that plagues many churches. Human leaders, even Christian ones, are sinners and they only accomplish God’s will imperfectly. Multiple leaders, therefore, will serve as a „check and balance‟ on each other and serve as a safeguard against the very human tendency to play God over other people. Shared leadership provides close accountability, genuine partnership, and peer relationships. Shared leadership also provides the local church shepherd with accountability for his work. Church leaders (like all of us) can be lazy, forgetful, fearful, or too busy to fulfil their responsibilities. Thus they need colleagues in ministry to whom they are answerable for their work. 

Won’t a biblical eldership weaken pastoral authority?

When pastoral authority is invested in several men rather than one, it is not weakened but expanded, accruing many advantages to both the men serving as elders and the assembly as a whole. 

How does the Eldership function as a team?

Although elders are to act jointly as a council and share equal authority and responsibility for the leadership of the church, all elders are not equal in their giftedness, biblical knowledge, leadership ability, experience, available time or dedication. Therefore, those among the elders who are particularly gifted leaders and/or teachers will naturally stand out among the other elders as leaders and teachers within the leadership body. 

This principle is observed first in our Lord’s dealings with the twelve apostles. Jesus chose and empowered all of them to preach and heal, but He singled out three for special attention--Peter, James, and John. Among the three, as well as among the Twelve, Peter stood out as the most prominent.

As the natural leader, the chief speaker, and the man of action, Peter challenged, energized, strengthened, and ignited the group. Without Peter, the group would have been less effective. When surrounded by eleven other apostles who were his equals, Peter became stronger, more balanced, and was protected from his impetuous nature and his fears. In spite of his outstanding leadership and speaking abilities, Peter possessed no legal or official rank or title above the other eleven. They were not his subordinates. They were not his staff or team of assistants. He wasn’t the apostles’ "senior pastor." 

The principle can also be observed among the Seven who, as we’ve seen, were chosen to relieve the apostles of certain responsibilities (Acts 6). Philip and Stephen stand out as prominent figures among the five other brothers (Acts 6:8-7:60; 8:5-40; 21:8). Yet, as far as the account records, the two held no special title or status above the others. 

It is further evidenced by the relationship of Paul and Barnabas during their first missionary journey. They were both apostles, yet Paul was because he was "the chief speaker" and dynamic leader (Acts 13:13; 14:12). Although clearly the more gifted of the two apostles, Paul held no formal ranking over Barnabas; they laboured as partners in the work of the gospel. A similar relationship seems to have existed between Paul and Silas, who was also an apostle (1 Thess. 2:6). 

Finally, the concept is evidenced by the way in which congregations are to honour their elders. Concerning elders within the church in Ephesus, Paul writes, "Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honour, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, ‘You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing,’ and ‘The labourer is worthy of his wages’ " (1 Tim. 5:17,18). All elders must be able to teach the Word, but not all of them desire to work fully at preaching and teaching. The local church should properly care for those who are specially gifted in teaching and spend the time to do so. Let us be clear about the fact that it is the spiritual giftedness of the elders that causes the church to grow and prosper spiritually, not just the eldership form of government per se. 

This doesn’t mean, however, that one elder does all the thinking and decision making for the group, or that they become the "pastors" while the others are "merely elders." To call one elder "pastor" and the rest "elders," or one elder "the clergyman" and the rest "lay elders," is to act without biblical precedence. To do so will not result in a biblical eldership. It will, at least in practice, create a separate, superior office over the eldership, just as was done during the early second century when the division between "the overseer" and "elders" occurred. 

The advantage of this principle is that it allows for functional, gift-based diversity within the eldership team without creating an official, superior office over fellow elders. 
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