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The Elders' Perspective on - 
The OFFICE and ROLE of Elders
Leadership in the Church is always a topic of interest. This is true both from a practical point of view and a spiritual one. Are there Biblical guidelines for who leaders ought to be, how they are placed into offices and what they ought to do there? Yes. While some understanding of the precise functioning of leaders appears to be left up to our discretion (e.g. We are never told how many elders or deacons ought to be in any given congregation nor how they may or may not organize and divide their duties among themselves), we also have passages which do provide us with vital and clear instruction regarding leadership in the local church. 
The New Testament Scriptures only refer to two offices within the Church: Elders (or Presbyters) and Deacons. Biblically, these offices alone are presented to us both with sets of qualifications, and indications as to function. (See: 1 Tim. 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9) Accordingly when Paul writes to the church at Philippi he addresses the letter to the "bishops and deacons". This two-office arrangement is backed up historically. We can see that is was many decades after the apostles died before additional offices were introduced in various Churches. 
A brief survey reveals the following:
1. New Testament Eldership is first cited - Acts 11:27-30. From this point on elders play a prominent role in the Church at Jerusalem along with the Apostles. In other churches, they are addressed as the leadership and sometimes with the Deacons. 
2. Elders are "appointed" to office – Acts 14:21-23. The first Elders are clearly appointed by the Apostles in the new Churches they plant (e.g. Titus 1:5). Except when referring to a specific Elder (e.g.1 Tim. 5:19; 1 Pet. 5:1), the term is always plural. Every Church had a plurality of Elders. After the passing of the Apostles, the Elders were those who distinguished themselves by virtue of living out the qualifications of an Elder within the local assembly. Those recognized by the assembly as having those qualifications, were brought into the office as the size of the congregation and the work load required. We are not told the precise means of induction. It would appear the existing Elders would assess the needs of the congregation and call for additional Elders as necessary. Out of those qualified, the needed number would be added. 
Once again, we are not given a Biblical pattern to follow in this regard. It seems the existing leadership would devise a means that suited the needs where they were. At ECF, the protocol we follow is outlined in Article 10 of our Constitution and By-Laws, 
3. New Testament Elders are identified by three terms: a. Bishops (Overseers) – Titus 1:5-11. b. Shepherds – 1 Pet. 5:1-4. c. Elders (Presbyters) - 1 Pet. 5:1-4. The terms are used interchangeably in the New Testament - and all three appear together in 1 Pet. 5:1-4. 
These three terms also identify the key functions the Elders are to perform. 
From 1 Pet. 5:1-4:
"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; not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the flock. And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory." (ESV) 
Elders are to:
a. Shepherd the flock. It is from the word Shepherd that we get the word "Pastor". A Pastor is a Shepherd. Shepherds are firstly responsible to LEAD the flock (to bring them along to where they themselves are going - i.e. Heaven); to FEED the flock, to nourish them up on God's Word (See: 1 Tim. 4:1-5); and PROTECT the flock (from the influence of the World, from one another and from bad leadership. See: The Pastoral Epistles). 
b. Shepherd the flock OF GOD. Elders recognize the people are God's people, not their own. They are entrusted with the care and rearing of God's children in the likeness and image of Christ the Son. 
c. Which is among you. Elders expend their labors where they are - with the ones providentially placed in their care. They are not itinerant.
d. Exercising oversight. Elders keep a lookout over the souls of those committed to them, contemplating their circumstances and spiritual progress. Keeping order in the Church.
e. Not under compulsion - willingly. Elders care for other's souls "naturally", out of love and concern. They do not need to be goaded into it.
f. Not for shameful gain - eagerly. Elders serve the Master, by caring for His children. They do not work FOR the people, but work for God serving the people. They work as unto Him. Their motives are not to be financial.
g. Not domineering - exampling. Though Elders do lead by teaching and by exhortation, they primarily (or "must also") lead by going forth themselves as examples of gentle godliness, not scolding or "driving" the flock. 
h. Elders strive for the unfading crown. They consider their Heavenly reward above anything earthly.
Grace Community Church has helpfully distilled the Biblical qualifications for Elders. 
The qualifications described in 1 Tim. 3:1-7 and Titus 1:6-9. He shall be:
(a) Blameless as a steward of God; above reproach (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:6-7)
(b) Husband of one wife; a one-woman man (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:6) NOTE (by ECF): This implies Elders must be male - no other patter is found in the Scripture but a male Eldership. 
(c) Temperate, sober, vigilant (1 Tim. 3:2)
(d) Sober-minded, prudent (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:8)
(e) Of good behavior; orderly, respectable (1 Tim. 3:2)
(f) Given to hospitality (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:8)
(g) Apt to teach; able to teach; he can exhort believers and refute false teaching (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:9)
(h) Not given to wine (1 Tim. 3:3; Titus 1:7)
(i) Not violent; not pugnacious (1 Tim. 3:3, Titus 1:7)
(j) Patient, moderate, forbearing, gentle (1 Tim. 3:3)
(k) Not a brawler; uncontentious; not soon angry or quick-tempered (1 Tim. 3:3; Titus 1:7)
(l) Not covetous; not a lover of money; not greedy of base gain (1 Tim. 3:3, Titus 1:7)
(m) Rules well his own house; his children are faithful, not accused of rebellion to God (1 Tim. 3:4;
Titus 1:7) NOTE: (by ECF) We would add here that this would apply to governing children at home in general , and not to adult children, (i.e. those who apostatize later), or when one child proves wayward among an otherwise sound family.
(n) Not a novice; not a new convert (1 Tim. 3:6)
(o) Has a good report or reputation with outsiders (1 Tim. 3:7)
(p) Not self-willed (Titus 1:7)
(q) A lover of good men and things (Titus 1:8)
(r) Just, fair (Titus 1:8)
(s) Holy, devout (Titus 1:8)
(t) Self-controlled (Titus 1:8)
What is apparent in all of these qualifications but letter g., is that the primary focus of the qualifications is about character, not about gifting. It is our contention that every man in the congregation ought to be striving to fulfill these standards, thereby providing a rich pool from which to draw when key leadership positions need to be filled. The ability to teach is also necessary, but it is only listed as one aspect of the overall qualifications. Without the requisite character requirements in place, giftedness alone is not enough to qualify one to be an elder. Remember, skill in teaching CAN be learned godly character is divinely given and then must be cultivated. 
In a word, Elders in a congregation are those who are mature in Christ, who have a burden for the care of other's souls before God, are equipped by God to perform their duties, and are recognized as given over to the ministry of the Word and Prayer. They are given over to under-shepherding a part of Christ's flock. 
Recommended reading:
The Pastoral Epistles. Focus on 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus are absolutely key.
Biblical Eldership - A Grace Community Church Distinctive: 
http://www.gracechurch.org/home/doclib.asp?ministry_id=1&dlcat=Distinctives
Philip Schaff's History of the Christian Church - Vol. I pages 458-496. 
Wayne Grudem's Sytematic Theology - pages 905-923
"The Elder's Perspective on" is an ongoing effort by the Eldership here @ ECF to give brief, cogent information on our position on a variety of topics of interest and import. If you have a question you do not see covered in this series, or would like additional information, please do not hesitate to contact the Church office, or one of the Elders.
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