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CHURCH LEADERSHIP 
 
Every local church, at some time, needs to address 
the issue of church leadership, asking significant and 
valuable questions—Who is a church leader?  What 
does a church leader do? Who is qualified to be a 
church leader?  
 
TITLES 
 
Churches today use a variety of terms to refer to 
leadership—elder, bishop, pastor, minister, reverend, 
and preacher. Sometimes, however, these multiple 
titles can be confusing for church members. A diverse 
list of titles is used in the Bible—elder, overseer, 
bishop, shepherd, leader, administrator, teacher. The 
two primary titles are:  

• bishop (episkopos; from which we get the 
term episcopalian) and  

• elder (presbuteros; from which we get the 
term presbyterian).  

Both terms appear to be used interchangeably. Our 
church tradition uses the term “elder” when referring 
to the church leaders. The minister—the paid staff 
position—is considered an elder in many of our 
churches; in others he is not.  
 
POSITIONS 
 
The job description of an elder today may vary greatly 
from church to church, causing some in the church to 
ask, “What should elders be doing?  The scriptures 
layout the major responsibilities of elders—portrayed 
powerfully with two word pictures. Elders are to 
shepherd the church as sheep and parent the church 
as a family. 

 
• Shepherd the church as a shepherd cares and 

protects his sheep (I Peter 5:1-5; Psalm 23). 
 

1. Meet the spiritual needs of the people 
 

2. Make them feel secure and restful 
 

3. Care for their spiritual thirst 
 

4. Build them up when they fail 
 

5. Lead them to obey God’s will 
 

6. Stay beside them in times of danger 
 

7. Discipline them lovingly when they sin 
 

8. Provide spiritual food 
 

9. Provide healing for their hurts and wounds 
 
• Parent the church as a parent oversees and loves 

his family (I Timothy 3:4-5). 
 

1. Instruct the church in the Word 
 

2. Discipline them with gentleness and care 
 

3. Do not rule over them harshly 
 

4. Provide for their needs 
 

5. Protect them from harm and danger 
 

6. Model godly behavior 
 

7. Forgive them when they repent 
 

These two word pictures also capture the role of the 
church member—sheep and children. Christians need 
the care, protection, discipline, and love of a shepherd 
and of a parent. This is why scripture calls the church 
to “respect those who work hard among you, who are 
over you in the Lord and who admonish you, Hold 
them in the highest regard in love because of their 
work” (I Thessalonians 5:12-13).   

 
RESPONSIBILITIES 

 
Throughout the book of Acts and the Epistles, 
numerous activities are recorded that give specific 
examples of an elder’s role, activities that are 
consistent with shepherding and parenting. Elders are 
to: 
 
1. Represent the congregation before other 

Christians and other Christian groups or churches 
(Acts 11:29-30). 

 
2. Settle matter of dispute through conference and 

through study of the Word of God (Acts 15:1-29). 
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3. Care for the spiritual hunger of the congregation 
(Acts 20:28). 

 
4. Protect the church from those who spread false 

doctrines, whether they be outsiders seeking to 
delude the saints, or members of the church (Acts 
20:29-31). 

 
5. Counsel staff ministers on handling internal and 

external turmoil and disputes (Acts 21:17-24). 
 
6. Know the members’ spiritual gifts and needs, and 

then equip the members so they can use their gifts 
in service for Christ (Ephesians 4:11-16). 

 
7. Teach the church, presenting the Word of God to 

build up the church and to defend the faith from 
false teachers (I Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:1-10). 

 
8. Bring energy, time, and enthusiasm to the task of 

teaching the Word of God and persuading men 
and women to believe and obey it (I Timothy 
5:17). 

 
9. Exhort with sound doctrine and convicts gain-

sayers (Titus 1:1-10). 
 
10. Model for the church, manifesting the Christian 

character as an example to be followed (I Peter 
5:1-4). 

 
11. Pray for the church, actively petitioning God for 

the physical and spiritual needs of the church 
(James 5:14-15). 

 
QUALIFICATIONS 
 
The qualifications are centered around a leader’s 
Christian character. This criterion takes priority over a 
person’s spiritual gifts, learned skills, or natural 
abilities. The list is explained in I Timothy 3 and Titus 
1. Elders are: 
 
1. ABOVE REPROACH—blameless of character with 

no grounds of accusing the person of improper 
Christian behavior. 

 
2. HUMBLE—willing to obey God’s call to serve and 

not motivated by a hidden personal agenda. 
 

3. TEMPERATE—expressing self-control over the 
lusts of the flesh, the desires of the eyes and the 
pride of life. 

 
4. PRUDENT—sensible, wise and balanced in his 

judgments. 
 
5. RESPECTABLE—demonstrates good behavior as 

one who adorns himself to Christ. 
 
6. HOSPITABLE—graciously invites strangers into 

his life to share his blessings with them.  
 
7. LOVES GOOD—follows after God’s own heart, 

desiring to obey His will, not his own. 
 
8. JUST—shows fairness and impartiality, making 

objective judgments based on God’s word. 
 
9. DEVOUT—lives a holy and separate live from the 

world. 
 
10. NOT SELF-WILLED—does not display a stubborn 

spirit rather is sensitive to other’s ideas and 
opinions. 

 
11. NOT QUICK TEMPERED—does not become angry 

quickly that leads to sin but rather is able to “be 
angry and not sin” (Ephesians 4:26). 

 
12. NOT AN ADDICT—not addicted or enslaved to 

any type of substance such as alcohol or drugs. 
(This is not a teaching on total abstinence of 
alcohol; yet great care and wisdom is needed in 
this area—Romans 14). 
 

13. NOT PUGNACIOUS—does not strike back, 
verbally or physically, at others but gently listens 
and cares for others. 

 
14. NOT CONTENTIOUS—does not seek to argue for 

the sake of arguing. 
 
15. NOT A LOVER OF MONEY—graciously shares his 

financial blessings, not hording his resources nor 
wasting his money on frivolous purchases. 

 
16. NOT A NEW BELIEVER—has not recently made a 

profession of faith but has walked with the Lord 
for a period of time, producing visible spiritual 
fruit. 
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17. FAITHFUL TO HIS SPOUSE (if he is married)—a 
“one woman man”, not flirtatious with other 
women or emotionally or physically involved with 
a woman not his wife. 

 
18. MANAGES HIS FAMILY (if he is married)—

demonstrates respect and care for his family, 
providing for all of their needs—physical, 
emotional, and spiritual. 

 
19. ABLE TO TEACH—communicates the Word of 

God to believers and nonbelievers in a non-
argumentative and gentle manner, building up the 
believer while defending the faith from heretical 
teachings. 

 
20. COMMITTED TO THE WORD OF GOD—shows 

stability in his faith and obedience to the Word. 
 
21. RESPECTED BY THOSE OUTSIDE OF THE 

CHURCH—walks with integrity and respect 
among his non-Christian co-workers, neighbors, 
and family. 

 
MULTIPLE LEADERS 
 
The example from the first century church is a church 
with multiple leaders with no one person given 
complete care and responsibility for a church (Titus 
1). This allows for multiple spiritual gifts, callings, and 
skills to be utilized in the oversight of the church. 
Numerous churches today recognize the senior 
minister—a paid staff position—as one of the elders; 
other churches may not. In addition, each church 
should consider the role of all of the paid staff in 
conjunction with the elders, designating specific roles 
and responsibilities. This can help the staff, the elders, 
and the congregation understand what the 
expectations are for all involved.  
 
DELEGATION 
 
Every church has a multitude of spiritual needs, needs 
the elders are to oversee. In addition, every local 
church has many additional needs, practical needs that 
also need to be met—preparing communion, mowing 
the church grounds, printing the bulletin, etc. To 
meet these needs, elders are to delegate those cultural 
responsibilities to other qualified men and women, 
identified in the Bible as deacons (Acts 6). Like the 
elders, deacons are to be chosen for their spiritual 
qualifications as outlined in I Timothy 3:8-13. The 

importance of the deacons’ roles cannot be 
underestimated. They provide a valuable ministry for 
the day-to-day needs of a church while freeing up the 
elders to focus their limited amount of time on their 
spiritual role as a shepherd to his sheep and as a 
parent to his family. 
 
PRACTICAL QUESTIONS 
 
Every local church faces a variety of practical 
questions concerning the elders not specifically 
addressed in the Bible. For example: 

 
1. Is there an age limit for an elder? 
 
2. How should elders be selected? By a 

congregational vote? By the elders? By both? 
 
3. How many elders should a church have at one 

time? 
 
4. How long should an elder serve? 
 
5. What is the best way to carry out the roles of an 

elder for a specific church? 
 

These questions have no specific biblical answers. 
Yet, such a “silence” in scripture implies that each 
local congregation, regardless of the cultural setting, 
has the freedom and flexibility to develop answers, 
recognizing that none of the stated roles and 
qualifications should be violated. It is healthily and 
beneficial for congregations to revisit their 
“traditions” in light of the broader biblical principles.  
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