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The Question: Why does this matter? 

1. Throughout its pages the Bible illustrates, both explicitly and implicitly, the importance of 
leadership - Adam, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, Saul, David, Jesus, Peter, Paul, 
Timothy, Titus, etc. 

2. Church order issues from a trinitarian framework. 
• It’s rooted in nature of God - he is a God of order.   
• It’s rooted in word of God - Jesus is the logos, He is the head and the Chief Shepherd. 
• It’s rooted in the Spirit of God - the church is led by leaders appointed by the Holy Spirit 

(Acts 20:28) and served by the gifts that the Holy Spirit dispenses to all, including gifts of 
leadership. 

3. Practically - someone will lead.  

The Models: Types of Church Government 

There are three basic models of church government. Each takes a different approach in 
answering the question, “Where does authority lie?” 

1. Episcopal 
2. Presbyterian 
3. Congregational 

Proponents of all three types would appeal to Acts 15 and the Jerusalem council as a proof for 
their particular model of governance. Faithful Christians who have the Holy Spirit can 
prayerfully study the same texts and come to different conclusions.  

At Four Oaks: Plural-Elder-led congregationalism that is meaningfully connected to other 
churches for mission. 

The Office: Elders and Pastors 

There are three New Testament terms for the highest office of spiritual leadership. 

1. ἐπίσκοπος (episkopos) - “bishop” or “overseer.” Used 5 times in the New Testament 
2. πρεσβύτερος (presbuteros) - “presbyter” or “elder.” Used 66 times in the New Testament 
3. ποιμήν (poimen) - “pastor” or “shepherd.” less frequently used in New Testament, typically 
translated as shepherd or used in its verbal form 



1 Peter 5:1-2, ESV -  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. 

Acts 20:17, 28, ESV - Now from Miletus [Paul] sent to Ephesus and called the elders of 
the church to come to him… “Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in 
which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers…” 

These three terms are used interchangeably to refer to a singular office.  Elder is who the man 
is, overseer is the duty he carries out, and pastor is the manner in which he does it.  

The Duties: What does a pastor/elder do? 

1. Lead the church 

1 Timothy 3:5, ESV -  for if someone does not know how to manage his own household, 
how will he care for God’s church? 

1 Thessalonians 5:12, ESV - We ask you, brothers, to respect those who labor among 
you and are over you in the Lord and admonish you 

Titus 1:7, ESV -  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 

I Timothy 5:17, ESV - Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double 
honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching.  

1 Peter 5:1-2 

2.     Feed the church  

- by exhorting in the Word and in sound doctrine  

1 Timothy 3:2, ESV -  Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of 
one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach 

1 Timothy 4:13, ESV - Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, 
to exhortation, to teaching. 

2 Timothy 3:13-17, ESV -  while evil people and impostors will go on from bad to worse, 
deceiving and being deceived. But as for you, continue in what you have learned and 
have firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it and how from childhood you 
have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for 
salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is breathed out by God and 
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 
17 that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.  



Titus 1:9, ESV - 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.  

- by contending against false doctrine  

Acts 20:28-31, ESV - 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. I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among 
you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men speaking 
twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. Therefore be alert, remembering 
that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish every one with tears. 

Titus 1:9-14, ESV - 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. For there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and deceivers, especially 
those of the circumcision party. They must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole 
families by teaching for shameful gain what they ought not to teach. One of the 
Cretans, a prophet of their own, said, “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy 
gluttons.” This testimony is true. Therefore rebuke them sharply, that they may be 
sound in the faith, not devoting themselves to Jewish myths and the commands of 
people who turn away from the truth. 

3.      Care for and protect the church through prayer, anointing the sick, and shepherding  

James 5:13-15, ESV - Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? 
Let him sing praise. Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the 
church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. 
And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. 
And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. 

  1 Peter 5:2, ESV 

 Acts 20:28-31, ESV 

The Conclusion: Putting it all Together 

Who does this work at Four Oaks? The vocational pastors or the non-vocational elders? YES.  

All elders and all pastors labor in these ways, and the vocational pastors are merely set aside to 
do so full-time. 



In thinking through how best to organize and deploy our leadership structures, we must 
consider both the testimony of Scripture and matters of wisdom, with the greatest weight 
given to God’s Word. 

SCRIPTURAL WEIGHT 

The passage that most clearly and directly speaks to the issue of unifying the offices of pastor 
and elder: 

I Timothy 5:17-18, ESV - Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double 
honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, 
“You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer deserves 
his wages.”  

Note that this passage uses the plural form of πρεσβύτερος, indicating that some elders are 
paid. We believe the most faithful interpretation of Scripture is that there is one office of elder/
pastor/overseer, from which a group of men is set apart to labor vocationally, make their living 
from gospel ministry.  

This, along with the other biblical evidence provided above, has led us to propose the 
unification of the offices of elder and pastor in the new bylaws. 

APPLIED WITH WISDOM 

That said, there’s no denying the inherent conflict that can exist for a person who makes their 
living by the ministry of the gospel to have governing authority in the church. That’s a tension 
that needs to be recognized and addressed in a wise, biblical way. This is why our new bylaws 
stipulate that in any vote taken in the full council of elders, non-vocational elders must 
comprise a 60% voting majority. They also stipulate that no vocational pastors vote on the 
employment of other pastors, or on the salary of any pastor. 

And yet, the reverse must be considered as well. Pastors are entrusted with sacramental 
authority to administer baptisms and superintend the Lord’s Supper. They’re given teaching 
authority to expound the word of God. They have spiritual authority to officiate weddings, to 
preside over funeral services, to contend with God’s people for their marriages, to correct sin, 
to exhort and encourage, to sit next to hospital beds and sing over saints finishing their race. 

We believe wisdom would also say that to be entrusted with all this authority while not being 
entrusted with a voice and a vote in the governance of the church is incongruous.   

Further Reading 
Perspectives on Church Government by Chad Brad and Stan Norman 
Sojourners and Strangers by Gregg Allison 
Elders and Leaders by Gene Getz 
Biblical Eldership by Alexander Strauch 


