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II Level of Delegated Authority 
 “Spiritual Authority” 

Part 3 
Week  8                 The Church! 
 
Introduction: 

In the New Testament the Apostles made provisions for men who would 
take on a leadership role in the Church similar to ones chosen for the Nation of 
Israel. They are known by several names but the position or role of these men 
is that of an “Elder”.    
 
The first time we read about these men Act 11:30.  
An offering had been taken up because of a famine to come and the money 
was brought to Jerusalem by Paul and Barnabas and presented to the elders in 
the Jerusalem congregation.  
 
 
Act 14:21-23 
Here is Paul revisiting churches he had established and appointing elders 
(plural-very important) in each of the congregations.  
 This is the most prominent term used to distinguish these men. It was a 
general term but was understood to refer to be the leadership in an individual 
congregation. 
  
 
Acts 15:2-6, 22 
The elders began to take on a significant leadership role. It’s not long until we 
see them working right along side the apostles handling problem that arise in 
the church and being part of the early decisions made to address those 
problems.  
 
 
Acts 21:18 
Here we see one of the Apostle Paul’s early visits to Jerusalem where he 
reports about all God was doing among the Gentles. And look who he meets 
with. James and all the (Jerusalem) elders were present. 
 So this was the position or role that we see the apostles setting up in 
each congregation being established across the land.  
 
Who were these men? 
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Elders: 
(Gr) – “presbuteros” = (1) Older or senior man  - Hebrews 11:2 – “men of old” 
           (2)  Title of rank or position of a responsible individual 
 
Elder is the kind of role that required spiritual maturity. In Paul’s instruction to 
Timothy concerning the qualifications or better understood as qualities of an 
elder, he was not to be a “new convert”. He was to be an older gentlemen. 
Obviously indicating someone with experience and wisdom. 
 
There was to always be a plurality of elders in each congregation. The only 
time the term “elder” is uses in a singular form is when: 

 (1st) the qualities or qualifications of an elder are being taught. It might 
say, “an elder is to be  . .  . .”  

(2nd) When one of the Apostles referred to them selves as an “Elder” (I 
Peter 5:1, 2 John 1, 3 John 1) But there was always to be more then one elder 
in a church. Keep that in mind. We’ll come back to that.  
 
 
Overseers: 
 There is another very prominent term found in the New Testament used 
to describe these men. It is translated “overseer”. It is not another title of the 
position, it is rather a term used to define and describe the role and work of an 
elder. So when elders are being referred to as “overseers” it’s the same person.  
  
For example in I Tim 3 we have Paul referring to these men as “overseers”. He 
is giving Timothy a list of qualifications or more perhaps accurately described as 
qualities of an elder. But because the position is mainly one of oversight, he 
refers to them as overseers. But again I want to emphasize he is talking about 
elders here. 
 
For example:  
  Titus 1:5-9 
Here see the connection between the 2 names. Paul writes to Titus with the 
instructions on who to select as elders (verse 5) but then refers to them as 
“overseers” (verse 7). Again, they are one and the same. 
 
 Phil 1:1 
The men who Paul refers to here as “overseer”, are the elders of the Church at 
Philippi. “Greeting to all the saints including the overseers and deacons” 
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Overseers or bishops: 
(Gr) – “episkopos” = (epi = over + skopos = to watch) – “to watch over”. A 
superintendant, Describes the management aspect of an elders responsibilities.  
  
 
 I Tim 3:4-5 
You can see references here to the management aspect of the position of an 
elder. Now this management aspect is first and foremost for spiritual decisions 
and counseling for the members of their congregation. They were to give 
spiritual oversight or direction to the church.  
 
 
Their main responsibility was to see to it that the church remains continually 
devoted to the apostles doctrine.  
 Titus 1:9 
Preserving, teaching, exhorting and refuting with the word of God was to be the 
top priority for elders in a congregation. 
 
 
However, there is also a practical side to the management as well. Remember 
in Acts 11: 30 when the offering carried to Jerusalem by Paul and Barnabas 
was laid at the feet of the elders. Managing of a congregation most certainly 
includes financial oversight of a congregation as well.  
 
Paul had this aspect of financial oversight in mind when he gave Timothy the 
qualities or qualifications of an overseer or elder. 
   

I Tim 3:3 
Notice he was to be “free from the love of money”. 
  

I Peter 5:2 
Not for “sordid gain” or NIV “greedy for money” 
Why? Because they would be in charge of the finances of a congregation.  
 
   
Bishops: 
 Now if you happen to have an old KJV or Revised Standard translation, 
you will find that in I Timothy 3:1-2 and Titus 1:7 there is another word used 
for overseer or elder. Unfortunately, this 16th century term has brought 
confusion along with it. It is mistakenly used to refer to an additional or separate 
position or role from an elder. It is the term, “bishop”.  
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In some denominations it is a position of an individual who is “in charge of” or 
“in authority over” a group of elders from several different congregations. There 
is no such position taught in the New Testament. 
 
 The word translated “bishop” in these older versions is the same exact 
Greek word translated everywhere else as “overseer”, which is exactly what the 
word “episkopos” means.   

 
Again, a bishop was not another position or role in the church. It was 

not another level of authority above the authority of Elders in an autonomous 
congregation. It was rather simply just another term defining the work of an 
elder. The work of an overseer that we have already discussed.  

 
Any questions. 

 
 
Shepherds: 
Another popular term used in the New Testament to describe the work of an 
elder was perhaps the favorite of the apostles. It is the term, “shepherd”. It is 
not a coincidence that elders are described as shepherds.   
 
(Gr) – “poimen” or “poimano” = A poimen or shepherd was simply one who 
tends a herd or a flock. Part of their care was to provide protection, direction, 
nourishment and leadership for the flock in which they were ordained or set 
apart to care for. It was very appropriate title or term for the work these men 
were called to do.  
  
Their work in and among believers in Christ is closely associated with the work 
of the Great Shepherd Himself.  

I Peter 2:25 
 
Notice, here Jesus is described as the “poimen” (Shepherd) and “episkopos” 
(Overseer) of our souls.  
 The work of an elder was to be more closely associated with the work of 
Christ Himself even more so then the apostles themselves. The Apostles were 
more like evangelists and church planters.  
 
 
Pastors: 
One passage in the New Testament translates the Greek word, “poimen” 
differently then every other place this word appears.  
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 Eph 4:11  
Again, this is the exact same word that everywhere else is translated 
“shepherd”. It is “poimen”. Like the term “bishop” that we looked at here a 
minute ago, this word “pastor” has also brought some confusion to the church.  
 
 Today, in many congregations this word is used in reference to one man 
who is often times the only person in a leadership position. He is referred to as 
“the pastor”.  

Most of these denominations do not have “elders” who collectively give 
spiritual oversight to a congregation. “The pastor” is recognized as the being in 
the sole position of authority in that congregation. 
 
So 2 things: 

(1) There is no such role as one man with sole leadership authority in the 
local church. The apostles appointed “elders” (plural) in every congregation they 
planted.  

(2) This word is simply another translation (how be it obscure) to the word 
“poimen” which is widely understood and accepted to be the shepherding work 
of elders.  

 
Any questions 

 
Authority of Elders: 
The position of elders in a congregation has with it some aspect of 
authority. And we know that for 4 reasons: 
 
(1st) Because of the “charge” given to them. The comments recorded by 
Luke here are Paul’s comments to the Elders of the congregation at Ephesus. 
 Acts 20:17, 25-32 
 
Here’s Paul’s charge to them: 
 (a) Guard yourselves (that’s first) 
 (b) guard the flock which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers 
 (c) Be shepherds of the church of God 
 (d) Be on your guard 
 (e) I commit you to God and to His word 
        

I Peter 5:1-2  
Here Peter describing himself as a “fellow elder”, charges them to shepherd 
those entrusted “under” their care. The word “under” implies some degree of 
authority where some individuals have authority over others. 
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(2nd) Because you and I who are depicted as sheep in a flock or 
congregation, are instructed to “submit” ourselves to the “authority” of 
these men. We as sheep are to “follow” the leading of our shepherds.  
  
 Hebrews 13:17    
Here we are instructed to “obey” our leaders and “submit” to their authority. 
 
Notice the responsibility they have:   
 (1) Keep watch over you (literally: “keep watch over your souls” – NAS) 
 (2) give an account 
 
We are to encourage our elders and allow them to perform their duties, since 
everything they do is for our sake.  
 I Peter 5:5  “be submissive to those who are older” (context = “elders”) 
 
 
(3) Because their position is an appointment by those who are in 
authority.  
 Elders were not elected or “chosen from among you” (Acts 6:3) as 
deacons are. They were not elected by a popular vote of the congregation. 
Every elder in the NT was “appointed” to the role or position by an Apostle or 
one entrusted with the duty of appointing elders at the direction of an Apostle.  
 Acts 14:23,    Titus 1:5,    I Tim 5:22 
 
 
What about today? If the appointment of elders was always made by 
those who are in authority, the Apostles, then who should make elder 
appointments today in the local congregation? 

The answer is, the elders who are already serving in a congregation.   
Who better to hand pick other elders then those already qualified and serving 
as shepherds and overseers.  

The congregation ought to be allowed to have a hand in bringing the 
names of certain men to the elder’s attention. But the actual appointment and 
ordination is to be their decision.  
 
Who are the men in a local congregation who are most often selected to 
be elders? 
 Men already serving and functioning as shepherds or overseers. Men 
who are eventually given the appointment as elders are almost always without 
exception men who are already serving and teaching and shepherding long 
before they are given the designation.  
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(4th) Because elders are ultimately selected by God. 
 Acts 20:28 
 
Even though the actual selection of elders is made by human beings, in all 
actuality elders are selected by God Himself. When the biblical president is 
followed for the selection of elders, the person ultimately set apart for that 
“work”, is in reality selected by God Himself.  
 
 
Biblical president for selection of elders: 

(1st)  A man who “desires” the “work”.    -     (I Tim 3:1) 
(2nd) A man with the qualities necessary.  -  (I Tim 3:2-7, Titus, I:5-9) 
(3rd)  A man already serving    -   (II Tim 2:2  - “reliable” or “faithful” men 
(4th)  Appointments made by those already in authority.  

       (Titus 1:5 – “as I directed you”)  
 
Elders were ALL men, no women Elders. Women Deacons, yes!    I Tim 3:11  
 
Authority of Elders conclusion: 
 
 Last word about the “authority” entrusted to the elders. It does not have a 
lot of punch to it. Elders have no authority to bring down fire and brimstone on 
wayward parishioners. They are given very little, if any, disciplinary authority.  
 
 The closest thing to it is in connection with their role as a shepherd. 
Shepherds at times need to be pretty forceful and insistent about where their 
flock goes and what they get into.  
 

A shepherd’s staff is a tool for herding and directing the sheep to go one 
way or another. That same staff is also utilized at times to give a loving tap on 
the head to get a sheep’s attention when the shepherd sees one of his own 
wandering off.  
 

One important comment about the “work” of an Elder as described in I 
Tim 3:1, is just that. It’s “Work”!  

 
It is most often a thankless job with tremendous responsibility. When you 

know you will personally stand before God and give an account for every sheep 
under your care, it’s a lot to handle.  
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Warnings to elders: 
Because of the authority in which they were entrusted, the elders are warned 
not to misusing or mishandling that authority.  
 I Peter 5:2-3 
 

(1st)  Not because they have to 
(2nd) Not greedy for money 
(3rd)  Not lording it over.   

 
Notice here the limit to what authority elders have been entrusted with. There is 
no real power to the role of eldership.  
 
 
 
Elders were to be men of faith and men of prayer: 
 James 5:14-16 
There is something very special about the prayers of the elders. Do miracles 
still take place in the life of a congregation? Absolutely! Congregations led by 
Godly faith filled men will witness the actual hand of God at work through them. 
 
 
 Elders being paid: 
  I Tim 5:17-18 
Apparently this was to be God’s plan for the person we now recognize as the 
“preacher”. He was to be one of the elders. One apparently with the gifts and 
talents to formally preach when the congregation assembled on the Lord’s Day.  
 
Because of his talents and abilities, he was obviously paid by the free will 
offerings of the congregation and rightfully so.  
 
 

I Tim 5:17-18   - (Deut 24:4) 
“You shall not muzzle the ox when he’s threshing”. A laborer is worthy of his 
wages. 
 
 Today, this position of a paid staff “preacher” / “teacher” is more often 
entrusted to a person formally trained and educated to preach and lead a 
congregation. With the size and scope of congregations today, like many, the 
need for multiple paid staff is almost a necessity.  
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However, these individuals who make up our “paid staff” should never be seen 
as having any kind of authority over the other elders of a congregation. The 
paid staff are themselves elders in their own right and should share equality the 
responsibility of leadership with the other none paid elders.  
  
 
One last thought about elders who are “paid staff”: 

One of the dangers of elders who make up our paid staff is that often we 
unfortunately refer to them as our “minister(s)”. I say unfortunately because it 
carries with it the connotation that they are the only ones qualified to perform 
the work needing to be done in a local congregation.  
 
Not so.  A minister in the literal, biblical sense of the word, was anyone who 
served the Lord through his church. The Greek word translated “minister” in our 
English Bibles is the word “diakonos”. It literally means, “a servant or an 
attendant”. It is where we get our English word, “deacon”.  That is who was 
selected in Acts 6. 
 
The “ministers” in our church are not just the “paid staff”.  As a matter of fact, 
the “ministers” in our church are to be every member of the congregation, 
because “every member” of our church family is to be involved in serving and 
ministering.  
 
The work of the elders, paid or unpaid, is to “equip” or “train” or “prepare” God’s 
people for the “works of service” (NIV) or “the work of the ministry” (KJ).  
 
 Ephesian’s 4:11-13 
 


