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Church Leadership 
 
1.1 The Cornerstone of All Leadership 
 
When discussing leadership within the church, or even within any part of life, the best 
place to start is Jesus. While that might sound overly simplistic to some, we must 
remember that Jesus stated: 
 

Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. (John 14:9) 
 
He was the exact representation of God in the flesh (Hebrews 1:3) and, thus, in His 
own lead role as the divine Son, we can learn so much from Him. It is true that we can 
learn quite a lot from such Biblical characters as Paul, David, Moses, and others, and 
even from current leaders within and without the church today. But the Son of God 
shows what true leadership is all about. 
 
Even more, when considering the specifics of leadership within the church, we know 
that the Scripture presents Christ as the Head of His church (Ephesians 1:22; 4:15; 
5:23). Therefore, once again, we are challenged to focus our attention on Christ as the 
greatest leader in human history. 
 
1.2 Leadership Qualities 
 
Below, we will consider five important leadership qualities, as well as point out two 
important passages within Scripture that list the character qualities of appointed 
church officers. The five specific qualities we will discuss are: 
 

• Servanthood 
• Teamwork 
• Called of God 
• Carer for people 
• Having followers 

 
1.2.1 Servanthood 
 
The context of the passage quoted below: James and John (through their mother) want 
to know if they can sit at Christ’s right and left hands in the kingdom to come. In the 
midst of indignation from the other ten, Jesus responds with these words: 
 

25 But Jesus called them to him and said, “You know that the rulers of the 
Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over 
them. 26 It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among 
you must be your servant, 27 and whoever would be first among you must 
be your slave, 28 even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Matthew 20:25-28) 
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Jesus makes it absolutely clear that those who want to be great in the kingdom must 
be willing to serve, willing to lay down their lives for others. 
 
In regards to this passage in the Gospel of Matthew, one author has these words to 
say: 
 

‘Yet the world (and even the church) is full of Jameses and Johns, go-
getters and status-seekers, hungry for honour and prestige, measuring life 
by achievement, and everlastingly dreaming of success. They are 
aggressively ambitious for themselves. 
 
This whole mentality is incompatible with the way of the cross. ‘The Son 
of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give….’ He 
renounced the power and glory of heaven and humbled himself to be a 
slave. He gave himself without reserve and without fear, to the despised 
and neglected sections of the community. His obsession was the glory of 
God and the good of human beings who bear his image. To promote these, 
he was willing to endure even the shame of the cross. Now he calls us to 
follow him, not to seek great things for ourselves, but rather to seek first 
God’s rule and God’s righteousness.’1 

 
It was the divine Son who exemplified this servant-heartedness in the greatest way. 
 
Before the Passover Feast, which Jesus would use to institute the new covenant, we 
read these words: 
 

3 Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and 
that he had come from God and was going back to God, 4 rose from 
supper. He laid aside his outer garments, and taking a towel, tied it 
around his waist. 5 Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash 
the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was wrapped 
around him. (John 13:3-5) 

 
Here was the Son of God who knew that the Father had given all things into His 
hands. So, what does He do? He removes his outer clothing and stoops down to wash 
the feet of the disciples. Jesus, then, goes on to challenge us to do the same (John 
13:12-15). While the act of footwashing itself is a beautiful expression of service, it is 
safe to understand that what Jesus is asking of us is that we serve like He did – 
humbling ourselves, stooping down, serving with compassion and care. 
 
And we know that Christ even went further in actually laying down His life for us: 
 

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep. (John 10:11) 

 

                                                
1 Stott, John. The Cross of Christ. Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1986, p286-287. 
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For, as Christ said, He came to serve and give His life a ransom (Matthew 20:28). 
And, even more, He was willing to consider Himself as nothing: 
 

5 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6 who, 
though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing 
to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, 
being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in human form, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on 
a cross. (Philippians 2:5-8) 

 
Jesus was not only love defined, but service defined as well. 
 
It will also do us well to remember that the word minister means ‘servant’ (the Greek 
word is diakonos, where we get our word deacon). Thus, in its essence, though 
ministry takes on many varying aspects, ministry is all about serving. 
 
The world, and even some parts of the church, might teach that greatness comes 
through the platform, the stage, the microphone, writing books, travelling the world 
and other such endeavours. While these things are not evil in and of themselves, and 
they can and have been used for great good, these are not intrinsically related to 
greatness. In the kingdom of God, greatness is related to being servant-hearted and 
giving our lives for others. 
 

‘When we reflect on the history of the Church, are we not bound to 
confess that she has failed to follow the example of her Founder? All too 
often she has worn the robes of the ruler, not the apron of the servant. 
Even in our own day it can hardly be said that the ‘brand-image’ of the 
Church is of a society united in love for Jesus, and devoted to selfless 
service of others.’2 

 
1.2.2 Teamwork 
 
In an individualistic, western society, we must guard ourselves against a ‘lone-ranger 
mentality’. It is dangerous to think that the Christian life, much less church 
leadership, is all about ‘me, Jesus and my Bible’. The Bible makes it clear that we are 
called to work together, especially in leadership. And we see this first and foremost in 
the life of Jesus. 
 
A. Jesus and Teamwork 
 
In the Gospels, we read about Jesus’ reliance on the Father. As the Son of God, it is 
highly probable that Jesus could have done things on His own. But He was 
completely willing to submit Himself to the will of the Father. 
 
                                                
2 Michael Green, Called to Serve, p16 as quoted in Strauch, Alexander. Biblical 
Eldership: An Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Church Leadership, Revised & 
Expanded. Colorado Springs, CO: Lewis & Roth, 1995, p91. 
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So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing 
of his own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing. For whatever 
the Father does, that the Son does likewise.” (John 5:19) 

 
And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, “My 
Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I 
will, but as you will.” (Matthew 26:39) 

 
We even see the role of the Spirit in Christ’s birth, baptism and temptation in the 
wilderness: 
 

Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his mother 
Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was 
found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. (Matthew 1:18) 
 
16 And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, 
and behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove and coming to rest on him; 17 and behold, a voice 
from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased.” (Matthew 3:16-17) 
 
1 And Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led 
by the Spirit in the wilderness 2 for forty days, being tempted by the devil. 
And he ate nothing during those days. And when they were ended, he was 
hungry… 14 And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee, and 
a report about him went out through all the surrounding country. (Luke 
4:1-2, 14)  

 
Jesus was even excited at the prospect of sending the Spirit to continue His work after 
ascending back to His Father: 
 

But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he 
will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have 
said to you. (John 14:26) 
 
Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, 
for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I will 
send him to you. (John 16:7) 

 
Finally, even when Christ was still present with the twelve disciples, He was willing 
and ready to send them on a pre-Pentecost mission (see Matthew 10:1-4). And we 
also see Jesus involving the twelve in other such ministry activities as the feeding of 
the 5,000 (see Matthew 14:13-21). 
 
Jesus never had an ego problem. He knew the importance of relying upon the words 
of His Father and the work of the Spirit. But He also recognised the importance of 
involving the twelve, more for their benefit and not His. Jesus knew that more could 
be accomplished through teamwork than through solo work. Thus, when we view the 
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life of the Son as presented to us in the Gospels, we see that He was committed to 
teamwork with both the Trinity and His followers. 
 
B. Paul and Teamwork 
 
Though many have viewed Paul’s missionary activity through that ‘lone-ranger lens’, 
Paul actually had a very large ministry team spread across the varying churches with 
which he worked. Below is an extensive list of the differing ministry partners with 
Paul, though the list is by no means full and complete: 
 

• Barnabas (Acts 13-14) 
• Luke (Acts 16, 20, 21, etc.) 
• Peter (1 Corinthians 1:12; 1 Corinthians 9:5; Galatians 1:18; Galatians 2:9, 

11-14) 
• James (Galatians 1:19; 2:9) 
• John (Galatians 2:9) 
• Priscilla and Aquilla (Acts 18:1-3, Romans 16:3; etc.) 
• Timothy (Acts 16:1; 2 Corinthians 1:1; Philippians 1:1; Colossians 1:1; etc.) 
• Silvanus/Silas (Acts 15:22, 32; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:1) 
• Judas Barsabbas (Acts 15:22, 32) 
• Apollos (1 Corinthians 3:5-9; 1 Corinthians 4:6) 
• John Mark (Acts 12:25; Acts 13:5) 
• Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25-30) 
• Titus (2 Corinthians 2:12-13; 2 Corinthians 8:23; letter to Titus) 
• Philemon (Philemon 7 & 20) 
• Onesimus (Colossians 4:9; Philemon 16) 
• Agabus (Acts 21:10-14) 
• Erastus (Acts 19:22) 
• Phoebe (Philippians 16:1) 
• Andronicus and Junia (Philippians 16:7) 
• Sosthenes (1 Corinthians 1:1) 
• Tychicus (Colossians 4:7) 
• Archippus (Colossians 4:17) 

 
This certainly is a wide-ranging list, not to mention the many people listed in places 
like the greeting of Romans 16. It is probable that, at least by the record of Scripture, 
Paul had some 75 or more ministry partners. Now that is teamwork! 
 

‘Shared leadership should not be a new concept to a Bible-reading 
Christian. Shared leadership is rooted in the Old Testament institution of 
the elders of Israel and in Jesus’ founding of the apostolate. It is a highly 
significant and often overlooked fact that our Lord did not appoint one 
man to lead His Church. He personally appointed and trained twelve 
men.’3 

 
C. Peter and John 
                                                
3 Strauch. Biblical Eldership, p36. 
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Now Peter and John were going up to the temple at the hour of prayer, the 
ninth hour. (Acts 3:1f) 

 
14 Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received 
the word of God, they sent to them Peter and John, 15 who came down 
and prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit… (Acts 8:14-
15) 

 
Also, consider this important reality: one of the greatest punishments in the history of 
mankind has been solitary confinement. To have no fellowship, no close relationship, 
no accountability in life would be a ‘death sentence’ upon people, and especially the 
leadership of the church in all that they carry. 
 
For many, much of the lone-ranger theology could be focused within the Old 
Testament as one considers some of the prophets who had to stand alone in the midst 
of a hard-hearted people. But it is interesting to consider these words of God to Elijah: 
 

Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed 
to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him. (1 Kings 19:18) 

 
Even in Old Testament times, God’s heart was team. Why? Because God, Himself, 
has always worked as team – Father, Son and Holy Spirit together. If the Creator of 
the universe works in company, then His people should be willing and ready to 
function in such. 
 
1.2.3 Called of God 
 
To be called into leadership seems obvious, right? A person should be faithful to walk 
out what God has actually called them to walk out. Yet many step into positions of 
leadership out of pressure, duty, condemnation, tradition, selfishness, to receive glory 
and for various other reasons. 
 
With apostolic leadership, we see Paul expressed his own calling: 
 

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the 
gospel of God. (Romans 1:1) 

 
Paul, called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus… (1 
Corinthians 1:1) 

 
We also read in Scripture that leadership is a gifting of God: 
 

6 Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use 
them: if prophecy, in proportion to our faith; 7 if service, in our serving; 
the one who teaches, in his teaching; 8 the one who exhorts, in his 
exhortation; the one who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, 
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with zeal; the one who does acts of mercy, with cheerfulness. (Romans 
12:6-8) 

 
We must not see leadership as a position or post we take up, but rather a ministry 
calling to serve. 
 
But how can we be assured of such a calling? Is there a way we can be confirmed in 
regards to our calling from God? 
 
One very important aspect that we must remember is that those called into leadership 
will, at least more times than not, be recognised by other leaders. True, the 
established leaders of Jesus’ day, such as the Pharisees and Sadducees, did not 
acknowledge the authority of Jesus. But Jesus was also instituting a new covenant 
with a new set of twelve leaders that would walk out the things He taught. 
 
Thus, we will do well to understand the importance of leaders recognising other 
leaders. And we can see such a pattern developed in Scripture: 
 

• Stephen and the first ‘deacons’ recognised by the apostles (Acts 6:1-6) 
• Paul and Barnabas’ apostolic ministry being confirmed by other leaders in the 

church in Antioch (Acts 13:1-3) 
• Paul and Barnabas, as apostles, appointed elders in the churches (Acts 14:21-

23) 
• Peter even recognises Paul’s ministry (2 Peter 3:15-16) 

 
Therefore, God has not left us alone. He has given us other leaders within the body of 
Christ to which we have relationship with whom can help confirm and affirm the 
calling of God, and especially a call to lead God’s people. 
 
Not only that, but church leadership is not an easy task or a ‘piece of cake’, as they 
say. In leading, we are called to lead the way forward, stand at the head of the pack, 
deal with the difficulties in people’s lives, stand up to wrong teaching and behaviour, 
and a whole list of other things. Thus, knowing one has been called into such 
leadership will encourage us as we go through difficulties – that God is with us, God 
has called us to such and that He will give us the grace and strength to persevere. 
 
1.2.4 Cares for People 
 
Though God does gift specific people as shepherds, or pastors (Ephesians 4:11), there 
is a sense in which all leaders are called to have a shepherding function. Ultimately, 
one of the main functions of shepherds is to care for the sheep. Jesus was par 
excellence at such: 
 

When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were 
harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. (Matthew 9:36) 
 
When he went ashore he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on 
them and healed their sick. (Matthew 14:14) 
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Then Jesus called his disciples to him and said, “I have compassion on 
the crowd because they have been with me now three days and have 
nothing to eat. And I am unwilling to send them away hungry, lest they 
faint on the way.” (Matthew 15:32) 

 
And we can see the caring, shepherd heart of Paul in passages like these: 
 

7 It is right for me to feel this way about you all, because I hold you in my 
heart, for you are all partakers with me of grace, both in my imprisonment 
and in the defence and confirmation of the gospel. 8 For God is my 
witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. 
(Philippians 1:7-8) 
 
Therefore, my brothers, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, 
stand firm thus in the Lord, my beloved. (Philippians 4:1) 
 
As I remember your tears, I long to see you, that I may be filled with joy. 
(2 Timothy 1:4) 
 

Shepherds want to be with the sheep. Leaders desire to be with the people they lead, 
for leaders ultimately lead people not programmes. 
 
1.2.5 Leaders Have Followers 
 
There is no such thing as a self-appointed leader. If so, it will lead to unhealthy life 
within the church, as well as other settings in life. This is why it is good that our 
calling to leadership be recognised by other leaders, specifically those leaders we 
already know. Not only that, but leaders can also be identified by whether or not they 
have followers. Matter of fact, before anyone is ever officially appointed into 
leadership, they should already be functioning in such. Before being placed into an 
official position, the people should already respect the person as a leader. 
 
Notice how people followed Jesus: 
 

18 While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon (who 
is called Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea, for they 
were fishermen. 19 And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you 
fishers of men.” 20 Immediately they left their nets and followed him. 21 
And going on from there he saw two other brothers, James the son of 
Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their father, 
mending their nets, and he called them. 22 Immediately they left the boat 
and their father and followed him. (Matthew 4:18-22) 
 
2 But he who enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep. 3 To him the 
gatekeeper opens. The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by 
name and leads them out. 4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes 
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before them, and the sheep follow him, for they know his voice. (John 
10:2-4) 

 
Though the passage in John 10 is directly related to Jesus’ shepherding role, there is a 
principle for all leadership to consider. The sheep will hear the voice of a true 
shepherd. It’s not that every leader is called to lead every person. But, within a local 
church context, the people should trust the specific leaders and be willing to follow 
their lead. 
 
Interestingly enough, Paul had this to say to the Corinthians: 
 

I urge you, then, be imitators of me. (1 Corinthians 4:16) 
 
Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ. (1 Corinthians 11:1) 
 

And Paul could say this about his ‘son in the faith’, Timothy: 
 

10 You, however, have followed my teaching, my conduct, my aim in life, 
my faith, my patience, my love, my steadfastness, 11 my persecutions and 
sufferings… (2 Timothy 3:10-11) 

 
1.2.6 Character Qualities Listed in Timothy and Titus 
 
Of course, in regards to church leadership, Paul lists specific character qualities that 
must be considered for both elders/overseers and deacons.4 Though the passages 
below specifically deal with elders and deacons, they list some very good character 
qualities for leaders in general: 
 

• Elders/overseers – two specific passages 
 

1 The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he 
desires a noble task. 2 Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the 
husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, 
hospitable, able to teach, 3 not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not 
quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must manage his own household 
well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive, 5 for if someone 
does not know how to manage his own household, how will he care for 
God’s church? 6 He must not be a recent convert, or he may become 
puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil. 7 
Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall 
into disgrace, into a snare of the devil. (1 Timothy 3:1-7) 
 
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 

                                                
4 We will come on to the idea of local church leadership below. 
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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, 8 
but hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and 
disciplined. 9 He 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. (Titus 1:5-9) 

 
• Deacons – one specific passage 

 
8 Deacons likewise must be dignified, not double-tongued, not addicted to 
much wine, not greedy for dishonest gain. 9 They must hold the mystery of 
the faith with a clear conscience. 10 And let them also be tested first; then 
let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves blameless. 11 Their 
wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful 
in all things. 12 Let deacons each be the husband of one wife, managing 
their children and their own households well. 13 For those who serve well 
as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and also great confidence 
in the faith that is in Christ Jesus. (1 Timothy 3:8-13) 

 
In regards to appointing elder leadership within the church, Paul warns us: 
 

Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands… (1 Tim 5:22) 
 
Thus, church leadership must be carefully considered. This is not something we do 
laissez faire or to simply fill a position. The right leaders appointed at the right time 
will lead to healthy growth. 
 
1.2.7 Concluding Thoughts 
 
In all, we must remember that our leadership should be shaped after the greatest 
servant leader ever – Jesus. We can learn things from other leaders (past and present), 
and even from non-Christian leaders. But, ultimately, we want to pattern our service 
after the God-Man, Jesus Christ. 
 
1.3 Church Government 
 
Due to the faults of dictators, certain forms of civil government in the world, and even 
formal church governance structures, the word ‘government’ can actually be quite a 
deterrent to many. Some have even gone as far as to reject any form of local church 
government. Such groups would cite abuses within the Christian community as a 
reason to reject such.5 
 

                                                
5 See Grudem’s Systematic Theology, p936, Berkhof’s Systematic Theology, p579 and 
Millard Erickson’s Christian Theology. Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1994, 
pp1082-1083. 
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But, a good principle to always remember is: Misuse and abuse should not lead us to 
no use. Rather, we should look to understand what the Scripture teaches and 
faithfully walk that out. 
 
1.3.1 Three Main Models 
 
Within the Christian community, there have been three main models of church 
government that have been employed. 
 

• Episcopalian 
• Congregational 
• Presbyterian 

 
Before studying the specifics of each model and what the Bible teaches, it must be 
noted that each governmental form looks to base their theological understanding in 
Scripture. 
 
Below are the three major models:6 
 
A. Episcopalian 
 
The label Episcopalian comes from the Greek word episkopos, which we translate as 
overseer or bishop in our English translations of the Bible. The model tends to 
function in a structure such as this: 
 

Archbishop > Bishops > Rectors/Vicars > Congregations 
 
Thus, an archbishop has authority over many bishops, a bishop has authority over 
many churches, and, then, a rector or vicar (or priest in the Roman Catholic church) is 
in charge of each local parish/congregation. 
 
Defining a few terms will be helpful: 
 

• A grouping of many churches is known as a diocese. It is the bishop that has 
authority over this larger jurisdiction. 

• The word vicar literally means ‘substitute’. The vicar stands as the priest and 
mediator between God and the people. 

• The word rector literally means ‘director’ and is synonymous with vicar. 
• The word parish comes from the Greek word paroikos, meaning ‘near the 

house’. This refers to the local church of a neighbourhood area. 
 
As we know, within the Roman Catholic model, we find the institution of the Pope 
who is seen as the direct successor to Peter, who they claim was the first Pope. The 
Pope is the one who stands as the great Vicar of Christ. Within Roman Catholicism, 
the Pope also holds the power to infallibly interpret Scripture and the church’s 
                                                
6 For more on this topic, see Grudem’s Systematic Theology, pp923-936 and 
Erickson’s Christian Theology, pp1070-1087. 
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tradition, as well as add to the apostolic teaching on which Christ founded the 
church.7 Also, within such a structure, the college of Cardinals exist to serve as 
advisors to the Pope and are responsible for electing a new Pope following the death 
of the current one. 
 
Within this model, the bishops are seen as having direct apostolic succession, 
meaning they are the direct spiritual descendants of the first apostles. Thus, from the 
Episcopalian understanding, the concept of apostolic succession should give 
precedence for maintaining such a model of church government. 
 
Also, though such a structure is not specifically mentioned in the New Testament, 
those who embrace such a model suggest that it is a natural development of church 
government as begun in the New Testament. 

 
B. Congregational 
 
Though there are variations within this model, as variations are seen within the 
Episcopalian model, the major way this model functions is through a single 
pastor/elder who leads the church. Underneath this main, single leader is usually a 
board of deacons who give support to the pastor. 
 
Specifically, in this system of church government, the congregation is given the 
authority to elect, by democratic vote, the pastor and the board of deacons. Hence, we 
find the term congregational employed. The amount of authority the pastor carries 
will vary from church to church. 
 
C. Presbyterian 
 
Within this specifically defined model, the local church is governed by a group of 
elders who have been elected by the people. This group of elders is known as the 
session, which simply comes from the Latin word meaning ‘to sit’. Either some or all 
elders of a local session will join in with those elders of other local sessions to form 
regional presbyteries. Thus, a presbytery is similar to that of the diocese in the 
Episcopalian model. Finally, some members of a regional presbytery will come 
together to form the general assembly, which have governing authority over all the 
churches within a larger region or nation. 
 
Thus, the structure is formed in this way: 
 
 General Assembly > Presbyteries > Sessions > Congregations 
 
It is also worth noting that, within the Presbyterian structure, the pastor is recognised 
as a ‘teaching elder’, while the other elders are recognised as ‘ruling elders’. Thus, 
there is a slight divide between the pastor(s) and the elder board. 
 
1.3.2 A Biblical Understanding of Church Government 
                                                
7 See Edmund Clowney’s The Church, p203. 
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Though we did note that each of these three church governance structures looks to 
pattern themselves after the Scripture, we would hold that these three structures fall 
short in varying areas. But the Presbyterian model of elders is the closest to what we 
believe Scripture does teach about local church leadership. 
 
So, let us consider the leadership of the local church, specifically looking at the two 
roles, or offices, of elder and deacon. 
 
A. Elders 
 
Within this section on eldership, we want to consider nine specific points: 
 

1. Eldership prior to the New Testament 
2. The shepherding and teaching functions of elders 
3. The servant role of elders 
4. Plurality of elders 
5. Lead elder within eldership 
6. Comparing the words elder and bishop 
7. Appointing of elders 
8. Character qualities of elders 
9. Specifically within Cornerstone 

 
1. Eldership prior to the New Testament 
 
The concept of elders is not a new idea to the New Testament. Along with other major 
lead roles throughout the Old Testament, such as priests, judges, kings and prophets, 
the elders were given as a group of leaders to help with governing God’s people. 
 
We see that Moses had 70 elders to help him govern the affairs of the Israelites 
(Exodus 24:1). We even see that a leading group of elders were amongst God’s 
people even before they were brought out of Egypt and given the Law at Mt Sinai 
(see Exodus 3:16-18; Exodus 4:29; Exodus 12:21; Exodus 17:5-6). 
 
We even see that there was a group of elders in Jesus’ day, mainly consisting of the 
scribes, Pharisees and other Jewish leaders. The problem was that this group of 
leaders had mainly forsaken the true ways of God for their traditions (see Matthew 
15:1-9). Yet, we should not let such a reality deter us from considering Biblical 
leadership within the church, especially in regards to elders. 
 
2. The shepherding and teaching functions of elders 
 
The English word pastor only shows up one time in our English translations of the 
New Testament (in Ephesians 4:11), and that only in some translations (e.g. NIV, 
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NASB, KJV). As we have noted, the Greek word is poimen and this word is usually 
translated as shepherd.8 
 
But what is a shepherd? 
 
As we stated from the outset of this section, Jesus is the greatest leader and we are to 
pattern our leadership after His. Therefore, we should also remember that He is the 
greatest shepherd. We especially see His shepherding role in John 10:1-18 where He 
calls Himself the good Shepherd. Elsewhere we see Jesus referred to as Shepherd: 
 

Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord 
Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal 
covenant…(Hebrews 13:20) 
 
For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd 
and Overseer of your souls. (1 Peter 2:25) 

 
In this passage from 1 Peter, Jesus is referred to as both shepherd and overseer (elder). 
Thus, we should recognise the connection between elders-overseers and shepherds-
pastors. 
 
In all, a shepherd is called to care for, feed and lead the sheep. And that is what elders 
are appointed to. Paul gave this instruction to the Ephesian elders: 
 

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. (Acts 20:28) 

 
Peter, who seemed to have been in the role of elder as well (possibly in the Jerusalem 
church), gives these helpful instructions: 
 

1 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: 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; 3 not domineering over those in your 
charge, but being examples to the flock. 4 And when the chief Shepherd 
appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory. (1 Peter 5:1-4) 

 
Here, Peter makes a connection with shepherding and exercising oversight within the 
local church. Thus, again, we point out that overseers (synonymous with elders) are 
called to shepherd and lead God’s people. 
 

                                                
8 The word pastor comes from the Latin word, which means ‘the one who cares for 
sheep.’ In earlier days, the word simply meant shepherd, as in the one who took care 
of the literal animal sheep. (See Grudem’s Systematic Theology, p913, fn15.) 
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It is true that Christ gifts specific people with shepherding ministries, as seen in 
Ephesians 4:11. And it is possible that these trans-local, Ephesians 4 pastors might 
not be an elder within a specific local congregation. But, those who are appointed into 
eldership are specifically given the role of shepherding the local congregation of 
which they are a part. 
 
Also, closely connected with the pastoral role of elders is a teaching role. Within the 
qualities of an overseer/elder found in 1 Timothy 3:1-7, Paul says they should be ‘able 
to teach’ (see vs2), which points to them being able to instruct God’s people in the 
Word of God. He also gives this instruction to Titus: 
 

He 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. (Titus 1:9) 

 
Paul also says to Timothy: 
 

Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honour, 
especially those who labour in preaching and teaching. (1 Timothy 5:17) 

 
Finally, we recognise a close relationship between shepherding and teaching when 
considering the Greek construction of Ephesians 4:11: 
 

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

 
Though there is debate on whether there are two separate gifts here (shepherd and 
teacher) or one gift (shepherd-teacher), we can at least note, through the Greek 
construction of the verse, that there is a close connection between the two roles.9 
 
From our discussions around these Scriptures, we can conclude these things: 
 

• Elders are appointed to shepherd and overseer the affairs of the local church 
(Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 5:1-4). 

• Elders should be able to teach the Word of God (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:9). 
• Some elders will specifically carry a greater role in teaching (1 Timothy 5:17). 
• There is a connection between the function of shepherding and teaching 

(Ephesians 4:11) 
• Therefore, as a general pattern, the elders of the local church are the ones 

called and appointed to carry these shepherding and teaching roles. 
 
However, as briefly noted above, it is definitely understandable that there could be 
people within a local church that are not appointed as elders, but they have a pastoral 
and caring heart, or a strong teaching gift. There is to be no legalism that says only 
elders are allowed to teach God’s Word or give pastoral help and counsel. But, as 
these other gifted people within the congregation stay in relational accountability to 
                                                
9 See Wayne Grudem’s Systematic Theology, p913, fn13. 
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the oversight of the elders, they can be used as a blessing in the midst of the local 
church. 
 
3. The servant role of elders 
 
Above, in section 1.2.1, we looked at the general role of leaders being servants. Thus, 
now that we have moved into the specifics of church leadership through discussing 
eldership, we must be reminded that elders are called to serve above anything else. In 
their shepherding, teaching and oversight of the local church, elders are called to 
model their lives after the servant heart of Jesus: 
 

3 Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and 
that he had come from God and was going back to God, 4 rose from 
supper. He laid aside his outer garments, and taking a towel, tied it 
around his waist. 5 Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash 
the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was wrapped 
around him. (John 13:3-5) 

 
Again, in the verses above, we read that Jesus knew that the Father had given all 
things into His hands. Jesus would later state, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me’ (Matthew 28:18). Yet, the divine Son removes his outer 
clothes, stoops down and washes the feet of His own followers. This is ‘ministry’ par 
excellence. This is leadership par excellence. 
 
In following Christ, our leadership should not be patterned after a pyramid structure 
where the leaders are at the top and everyone else is subservient to them. Rather, in 
light of Christ’s own actions, we are to turn that pyramid upside down. It is the elders 
and leaders who are called to serve and wash the feet of those they lead. 
 

‘Our understanding of the government of Christ’s church must begin with 
the Lord himself and his kingdom authority. He is the Head of the church; 
his rule is unique and incomparable…The church is not like the kingdoms 
of this world, for it is organised for service, not dominion. All government 
in the church is stewardship: i.e. its leaders are servant managers, who use 
their authority only to advance the interests of those they represent and 
serve.’10 

 
Clowney goes on to state: 
 

‘Better by far are imperfect structures in the hands of devoted servants of 
Christ than the most biblical form of church government practised in pride 
or in a loveless and vindictive spirit.’11 

 
4. Plurality of elders 
 
                                                
10 Edmund Clowney. The Church. p202. 
11 Edmund Clowney. The Church. p202. 
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There is an old saying that goes this way: Authority corrupts; absolute authority 
absolutely corrupts. 
 
We might call it checks and balances or accountability or another such term, but the 
reality is that we are fallen and fallible human beings and we need to have 
accountable relationships with one another. This is true of all leadership, even outside 
the local church. This is also encouraged by what we looked at about teamwork in 
section 1.2.2 above. Even the Trinity works as a team. 
 
Practically, the New Testament also gives a consistent pattern of multiple elders 
within the local church. Below are quite a few examples of the principle of plural 
elders in the local church: 
 

• Acts 14:21-23 – Paul and Barnabas had appointed elders in the cities of 
Lystra, Iconium and Antioch 

• Acts 15:2-4 – reference to plural eldership in the Jerusalem church, along with 
many of the apostles being based there 

• Acts 20:17 – Paul calling the elders of the church at Ephesus 
• Acts 21:17-18 – again, reference to the multiple elders in the church in 

Jerusalem 
• Philippians 1:1 – Paul’s letter mentions a group of overseers in Philippi12 
• 1 Timothy 4:14 – hands laid on Timothy by a group of elders 
• 1 Timothy 5:17 – speaks of a plurality of elders who would have been in 

Ephesus where Timothy was based 
• James 5:14 – instruction that if one is sick, call for the elders of the church 

 
Thus, the general pattern as laid out in the New Testament is that a local church is to 
be governed and led by a group of elders. Yet, as all things call for wisdom, we 
should not be legalistic here, straining a gnat in regards to the pattern set. It is possible 
that a local church is small enough and might only have one elder for the time being. 
 
With regards to the this pattern of a plurality of elders, we remind ourselves of Paul’s 
instruction: 
 

Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of 
others; keep yourself pure. (1 Timothy 5:22) 

 
In an attempt to maintain a Biblical model of church leadership, we must not rush in 
and lay hands on people just so we can fulfil a position. We need wisdom and 
guidance. Someone appointed into eldership is being called into a God-appointment 
in which they are to oversee and shepherd the local church. Thus, for a time, it is 
plausible that a church might not have multiple elders. 
 

                                                
12 In point #6 below, we will consider how the terms elder and overseer are 
synonymous words. 
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Yet, regardless of the situation, a single elder will do very well to stay connected to 
other leaders and gifted people both inside (deacons, a leadership team) and outside 
the local congregation (other ministries of Ephesians 4:11). 
 
5. Lead elder within eldership 
 
Though the Presbyterian model would not agree with such a teaching, some circles of 
churches hold to the concept of a ‘lead elder’ within a group of elders. What this 
specifically means is that, within a group of equal leaders, there is usually one who 
carries a greater measure of leadership, shepherding and/or teaching. 
 
Such an understanding cannot be dogmatically founded in Scripture. But, it seems a 
reasonable understanding when considering certain situations in the New Testament. 
 

• James seems to have had a lead role in the Jerusalem church (see Acts 15:13; 
21:17-18). 

• Paul seems to have had a lead apostolic role in his partnership with Barnabas. 
• It’s possible that Peter saw himself as having a lead elder role amongst other 

elders (see 1 Peter 5:1). 
 
Again, such a teaching should not be dogmatic. But, considering that different people 
are gifted with different measures, it is ok to recognise that some leaders will have a 
greater leadership measure than others. Many times, in a practical outworking of such, 
these lead elders will be able to serve in full-time leadership within the local church. 
 
6. Comparing the words ‘elder’ and ‘bishop’ 
 
In some churches, the role of elder and bishop are distinctly separate. Within certain 
circles, a bishop is actually seen as someone who oversees multiple churches. But, 
interestingly enough, from the Biblical perspective, these two words are actually 
synonymous. 
 
The Greek word for elder is presbus or presbuteros, while the Greek word for bishop 
is episkopos. Also, our English Bibles will sometimes translate the word episkopos as 
overseer (see Philippians 1:1 in ESV and NIV). Therefore, as a summary: 
 

• Presbus, presbuteros = elder 
• Episkopos = bishop/overseer 

 
If we carefully read Scripture, we can see these two words (elder and bishop/overseer) 
are actually interchangeable. We read these words prior to Paul’s moving speech to 
the Ephesian leaders: 
 

Now from Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called the elders of the church 
to come to him. (Acts 20:17) 

 
But, later on, in the same passage, Paul would refer to this same group of elders as 
overseers: 
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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. (Acts 20:28) 

 
We see a similar interchangeableness in Paul’s letter to Titus: 
 

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…(Titus 1:5-7) 

 
In this passage, it is very clear that an elder and an overseer, or bishop, are 
synonymous. They are the same role or office within the local church. 
 
But why the big deal about the two words being interchangeable? 
 
Within some circles, such as the Episcopalian model and certain charismatic or 
Pentecostal groups, a bishop has been elevated to a ‘higher’ level within their 
leadership structure. A bishop, thus, becomes someone who oversees many churches 
while also pastoring other leaders. And, within charismatic churches, a bishop is 
almost equated to an apostolic ministry. 
 
Such reasoning could come from passages like this: 
 

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. (Titus 1:5) 

 
Paul instructs Timothy to appoint elders in every town. It’s almost as if an elder, 
which is synonymous with the role of bishop, is given the right to oversee a larger 
area – a whole town or city. 
 
But, we must note two things: 
 

• In the early days, a local church included those Christians from a whole town 
or city due to its infancy stage. The church was much smaller. But in today’s 
world, with hundreds of millions of Christians spanning the globe, there is 
most likely going to be a need for multiple local churches within each town 
and city. Thus, an elder, or bishop, would usually be given the role of 
overseeing a particular local congregation and not necessarily stretching into 
other local congregations. 

• Again we note that, Biblically, there is no difference between the words elder 
and bishop/overseer. They are to function in the same role. Noting the 
interchangeableness of the two terms, we should not separate the two roles. 
An elder is a bishop and a bishop is an elder. 
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Thus, though such a topic can seem small and petty, as we look to have a Biblically-
shaped view of church leadership, it will do us well to understand that the two words 
are synonymous. We do not need to go around elevating people to a certain status. Let 
those who lead the local congregations (elders/bishops/overseers) do just that. 
 
7. Appointing of elders 
 
Paul gives these words of instruction to Titus: 
 

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. (Titus 1:5) 

 
The Greek word for appoint is kathistemi. 
 

‘This verb often is used to express the act of appointing a person to an 
official position, such as the appointment of a judge or governor (Acts 
7:10).’13 

 
Strauch goes on to quote another theologian: 
 

‘The verb [kathistemi] implies at all events an exercise of authority.’14 
 
How are elders to be appointed? 
 
The pattern is set out in Scripture that appointment to eldership is done through the 
laying on of hands: 
 

Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of 
others; keep yourself pure. (1 Timothy 5:22) 

 
We also see such an important part that the laying on of hands plays in recognising 
other ministry roles and functions: 
 

5 And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, 
a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and 
Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 
6 These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands 
on them. (Acts 6:5-6) 
 
1 Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers, 
Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen a 
member of the court of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. 2 While they were 

                                                
13 Strauch. Biblical Eldership. p226. 
14 R.J Knowling, “Acts of the Apostles,” in The Expositor’s Greek Testaments, ed. W. 
Roberstone Nicoll, 5 vols. (1900-10; repr. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 2: 169 as 
quoted in Strauch’s Biblical Eldership, p227. 
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worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me 
Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” 3 Then after 
fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off. (Acts 
13:1-3) 

 
And this is probably what took place in passages like Acts 14:23. 
 

And when they had appointed elders for them in every church, with prayer 
and fasting they committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed. 
(Acts 14:23) 

 
But what does the phrase ‘laying on of hands’ mean? 
 
One person defined it as such: 
 

‘The laying on of hands is the placing of one's hands on a person for a 
specific spiritual purpose. The act is normally accompanied by prayer, 
prophetic utterance or both. It is used by Christians to impart a new 
spiritual reality, or to recognise an existing one.’15 

 
Though we could go into much further detail on the practise of the laying on of hands, 
it is sufficient to recognise it in regards to appointing elders as important in 
commissioning them for the specific task of overseeing and leading the local church. 
Generally, other leaders and ministries will be involved with identifying God’s call 
and gifting in the lives of such people to shepherd a local expression of Christ’s body. 
And, as we saw in the quote above, the appointing of people into a ministry calling 
such as eldership through the laying on of hands is an act of exercising spiritual 
authority. Thus, this is an important and God-ordained act for appointing people into 
ministry, recognising that God is appointing the person into the role of eldership (or 
other ministry function). 
 
Lastly on this point, though appointment to eldership is an important act, we should 
probably see it as a public recognition of certain fruit that is already present in the 
person’s life. Of course, Paul does list qualities that he expects to see in the lives of 
elders/overseers as they function in the role (1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9). But, with 
Paul’s instruction as already examined in 1 Timothy 5:22, it seems we should be 
wisely considering the lives and character of those being considered for eldership 
before they are every appointed into such a role. Thus, it is most likely that the 
person(s) being appointed as elder(s) are already showing the fruit and characteristics 
of church leadership. 
 
8. Character qualities of elders 
 

                                                
15 Matthew, David, ed. Christian Foundations. Covenant College Modular Training 
Programme. Coventry, UK: 1994, p264. 
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Back in section 1.2.6, we already mentioned the two passages in which Paul lists 
specific character qualities. It would be good to read these passages before moving 
on: 
 

1 The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he 
desires a noble task. 2 Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the 
husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, 
hospitable, able to teach, 3 not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not 
quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must manage his own household 
well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive, 5 for if someone 
does not know how to manage his own household, how will he care for 
God’s church? 6 He must not be a recent convert, or he may become 
puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil. 7 
Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall 
into disgrace, into a snare of the devil. (1 Timothy 3:1-7) 
 
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, 8 
but hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and 
disciplined. 9 He 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. (Titus 1:5-9) 

 
When reading both 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:6, we find a somewhat debated phrase: 
‘the husband of one wife’. There have been four usual interpretations of this phrase, as 
pointed out by Strauch: 
 

• Elders must be married (a single person cannot be an elder) 
• Elders must not be polygamists (cannot have more than one wife at the same 

time) 
• Elders may marry only once (a person can never have been divorced) 
• Elders must be martially and sexually above reproach (this being connected 

with the phrase ‘above reproach’ in the context of both passages)16 
 
In all, the most sensible reading seems to be that Paul was prohibiting a polygamist 
relationship in the present life of the one being considered for eldership. The context 
makes clear that Paul is speaking of a person’s present status, not their entire life 
span.17 A man could have been involved in polygamy before, but that should not 
disqualify in the present. Why? 
 

                                                
16 Strauch. Biblical Eldership. p190. 
17 See Grudem. Systematic Theology. p916-917. 
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Both passages instruct us that an elder must not be violent (1 Timothy 3:3; Titus 1:7). 
The sensible thing is that the person in consideration for eldership should not 
presently be violent. It is plausible that, as a non-believer earlier in life, the person 
could have been a very angry, bitter and violent person. But Paul knows that a 
believer is now empowered in Christ to break free from such a life. But, if the person 
is still involved in such a lifestyle, then they need time to submit to Christ for healing 
before they are considered for leading and shepherding God’s people. 
 
Therefore, again, it is most sensible that Paul is referring to the present condition of 
the person in regards to being ‘the husband of one wife’. Basically, to break it down, 
Paul is instructing both Timothy and Titus to make sure the elders are presently in a 
monogamous marriage relationship and, even more, they should also look to be 
‘above reproach’ in that important role as well (see 1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:6).18 
 
9. Cornerstone International Church 
 
After much prayer and consideration together as a team of leaders, we do not believe 
anyone else is ready to help elder the church with myself. This is by no means an 
arrogant statement, but rather a careful consideration of God’s calling and the role of 
elders as taught in Scripture. 
 
An elder must be ready to help shepherd and oversee the church. This does not mean 
they have to be paid for such a leading role in the church, for most church leaders 
never receive financial support. Rather it comes to a prayerful consideration and 
collaboration of what God is presently doing in the midst of us as a people. 
 
We also find great support in this decision from Ian Rawley and his apostolic 
oversight of the church. 
 
Therefore, for the time being, I will function in the leading role of elder-overseer of 
the church. But we believe that, at the right time, God will raise other elders-overseers 
in our midst. 
 
B. Deacons 
 
The word deacon literally means servant, coming from the Greek word diakonos. We 
read about deacons in three main passages of Scripture: 
 

1 Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a 
complaint by the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their 
widows were being neglected in the daily distribution. 2 And the twelve 
summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is not right that we 
should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables. 3 Therefore, 
brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the 
Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. 4 But we will 
devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 5 And what 

                                                
18 See Strauch. Biblical Eldership. p189-193. 
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they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full 
of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, 
and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 6 These 
they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them. 
7 And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the 
disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests 
became obedient to the faith. (Acts 6:1-7) 

 
The noun ‘deacon’ (Greek diakonos) is not used in this passage. But a related verb for 
‘serve’ is used in vs2 (Greek is diakoneo). You can see the similarity between the two 
words. Yet, it is most probable that the apostles were not recognising any formal 
deacon office here, but rather appointing seven men to help serve in this important 
area. And, with the willing servant-hearts of these seven men, we see the result in 
vs7! 
 

And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the 
disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests 
became obedient to the faith. (Acts 6:7) 

 
Another passage to consider is: 
 

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ Jesus 
who are at Philippi, with the overseers and deacons. (Philippians 1:1) 

 
Here, in Paul’s letter to the Philippians, we read about the specific role, or office, of 
deacons. There is not a lot of insight we can learn about deacons from this verse. But 
it does make us aware that there is a specific role within the local church known as 
deacon. 
 
The final passage that speaks of deacons is found in 1 Timothy 3:8-13. This follows 
Paul’s instruction to Timothy about the office of elders (vs1-7). Here, Paul lays out 
specific character qualities for deacons, just as he had done for elders. 
 

8 Deacons likewise must be dignified, not double-tongued, not addicted to 
much wine, not greedy for dishonest gain. 9 They must hold the mystery of 
the faith with a clear conscience. 10 And let them also be tested first; then 
let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves blameless. 11 Their 
wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful 
in all things. 12 Let deacons each be the husband of one wife, managing 
their children and their own households well. 13 For those who serve well 
as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and also great confidence 
in the faith that is in Christ Jesus. (1 Timothy 3:8-13) 

 
Still, the Greek word, diakonos, is used elsewhere to talk about servant roles in 
general (i.e. Romans 13:4; Ephesians 6:21; Colossians 1:7; 4:7; 1 Timothy 4:6). Our 
English versions have translated the Greek as ‘servant’ or ‘minister’, since both words 
are interchangeable, as we saw in section 1.2.1 above. In regards to pinpointing the 
office and function of deacons, Wayne Grudem states: 
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‘There are other texts in which it is difficult to know whether the New 
Testament is speaking about a deacon as a special church officer or is 
simply using the word to refer to a “servant” in a general sense.’19 

 
In summary, deacons seem to have special, God-appointed serving roles within the 
local church, perhaps in line with ministries of mercy and helps (i.e. Romans 12:8 and 
1 Corinthians 12:28).20 Still, we should not try and legalistically define the role of a 
deacon. Rather, we should give freedom for such appointed people to function in 
serving the body of Christ, and that might cover differing areas for differing people. 
 
With regards to Cornerstone, both Karen and Samuel will be serving as deacons in the 
wider leadership team. They are to be seen as leading servants in the church. Both 
will provide great support in helping the church move forward with wisdom and 
practical serving. 
 
Of course, there will be other people in various serving roles in the church, as that is 
what needs to take place for healthy growth within the local church body. But Karen 
and Samuel will function and help in more of a lead-servant role. They need our love, 
prayers and support. 
 
1.4 Prayer and Respect For Leadership 
 
One of the most difficult roles is leading a church, whether as an elder, deacon, or in 
any other leadership role. As a leader, there is much wisdom and strength needed in 
faithfully shepherding, overseeing and serving a local church body. Knowing this is 
not an easy role, the leaders of a church need the full support – in prayer and in 
respect – from those within the local church. 
 
These words from the writer of Hebrews are a challenging reminder: 
 

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. 
(Hebrews 13:17) 

 
And we find many times that Paul would ask the churches to pray for him. As an 
apostle, constantly caring for churches and laying the gospel foundation, he needed 
the strength of God’s people. The same is true for those leaders in the local church. 
And, even more, the leaders of churches are challenged to be in constant prayer for 
the flock they lead. 
 
1.5 Summary of This Section 
 

                                                
19 Grudem. Systematic Theology. p919. 
20 Clowney. The Church. p213. 
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In this section, we started about by emphasising Christ as the greatest leader of all 
time and that we should mainly look to exemplify Him in our leadership roles within 
and outside the church. We then looked at five very important character qualities of 
leaders: servanthood, teamwork, called of God, cares for people and leaders will have 
followers. 
 
Next, we considered the three main models of church government: Episcopalian, 
Congregational and Presbyterian. We followed this by discussing the two main 
offices of the local church, mainly elder and deacon. While the roles and functions of 
elders are more thoroughly defined in Scripture, we recognised that this is not the case 
with deacons. 
 
Finally, a word of wisdom when it comes to the structuring of church leadership: A 
principle we must always keep in mind when it comes to Scripture is that we need 
wisdom in applying the wisdom and principles of Scripture. 
 
There is no doubt that a pattern has been laid out in Scripture for the structuring of 
government in the local church. But, we must admit that, sometimes we will find 
ourselves in situations where such a pattern is not the mode of practice. For example, 
there are new church plants that might have only a few handfuls of people, and thus, 
there is only one elder in place rather than a plurality of elders. Or, it might be that the 
same situation will have no eldership structure, rather just a leadership team. Another 
instance could be that, even though a church has been around for many years, it finds 
itself in the midst of a transition. Whereas it had functioned more in line with a 
congregational model of leadership, it is now looking to model itself more and more 
after the Biblical pattern of plurality of elders. But, wisdom reminds us that such a 
transition will not take place overnight, maybe even extending for quite a few years. 
 
In all, we should see the Bible’s teaching on the structure of the local church 
leadership not as a legalistic demands and standards, but as a pattern of principles. To 
make such a statement will obviously be hard for some faithful students of theology 
and the Word. Again, our desire is to follow the Biblical pattern, but let us never be 
led with a hard-nosed and stringent legalism. This is something we have to consider 
as we look to lead with both wisdom and grace. 
 
But, as a local church moves forward in the appointing of leadership, it should be 
recognised that this is a spiritual appointing (meaning a God-appointment). It is such 
a joy to serve and lead people, but it should be done with a sober and serious 
understanding of such a calling from God. 
 


