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The role of elders 

 

The Scriptures give a carefully defined degree of authority to men in a local congregation of the church.  These men 

are called “elders,” and they are to use this authority to oversee the members of that congregation, to guard their 

spiritual welfare, to direct the work of that congregation, and to determine according to the scriptural guidelines how 

the will of Christ is to be accomplished.   

 

Titus 1:5 – “For this reason I left you in Crete, that you should set in order the things that are lacking, and 

appoint elders in every city as I commanded you…” NKJV 

 

I.  The work of elders 

 

The work of the eldership may be summed up in four verbs of action – to pastor or shepherd a flock, to teach or 

instruct, to exhort or admonish, and to visit, guard or oversee!  

 

They are to care for or look after God’s family, manage God’s household, teach and admonish God’s children, and 

guard or protect them against enemies from without and within. To describe this work, the Bible uses three basic sets 

of names for elders: elders, bishops, and pastors!  The three terms each relate to different aspects of their work.   

 

Elder/presbyter - Presbuteros (): The English word “elder” is an excellent translation of the Greek 

presbyteros, because it has the same double meaning: “older man” and “a church official” and stresses the spiritual 

maturity of the man. 

 

This suggests that they were older, more experienced men who are able to distinguish sound doctrine from false 

doctrine, who are capable of counseling wisely, and who are able to teach others. They can lead others because they 

have been there themselves.  

 

Bishop/overseer - Episkopos ():  Bishop or overseer stresses the function of the office and what it 

entails – they are guardians, administrators, leaders, superintendents of the church who are able and willing to oversee 

and guide the church, make decisions, accept oversight for all the work of the church, and delegate responsibility for 

particular jobs, while still being responsible for the spiritual well being of those in the church. 

 

Pastor/shepherd - Poimen (): In 1 Peter 5:2, Peter said that elders are to “Shepherd the flock of God.” The 

word that is translated “pastor” in Ephesians 4:11 means “shepherd.”   

 

This word emphasizes the responsibility of the leadership of the church to shepherd the flock, to do for the flock what 

it cannot do for itself, and to make sure they are in good spiritual condition so they can do what comes naturally, i.e. 

beget other sheep. They care for, feed, protect, lead the flock. They lead as shepherds lead - personally interested in 

every member of the church.  

 

As good shepherds, they know the flock and are concerned about the flock. They go after individual sheep when those 

sheep stray.  

 

The flock knows them because they are constantly with the flock. They lead through personal involvement in the lives 

of the members. They are to know the sheep and be known by them; they are to be close to the sheep, living among 

them. Their work exists for the benefit of the sheep, and they should do what is best for the sheep (not just for 

themselves) and love the sheep enough to die for them!  

 

Some have asked the question, “If elders and overseers are the same office, why is more than one term used to 

describe it?” It is a matter of emphasis.  
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In 1 Peter 5:1-2, the apostle Peter nicely weaves all the church concepts together in one passage: “The elders 

(presbyteroi) who are among you I exhort, I who am a fellow elder (sympresbyteros) and a witness of the 

suffering of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory that will be revealed: Shepherd (poimaino) the flock of God 

which is among you, serving as overseers… (episkopeo).” NKJV 

 

Dealing specifically with the question of how elders lead, Peter in 1 Peter 5:2 says that elders are given a specific 

task: “Care for the flock that God has entrusted to you.” 

 

But “how” are they to do that work? Peter mentioned several negatives, along with their positives:  

 

1 Peter 5:2 – “Care for the flock that God has entrusted to you. Watch over it willingly, not grudgingly - not 

for what you will get out of it, but because you are eager to serve God.” NLT   

 

Rather than serving as elders because they feel forced to, they should serve because they want to, because they feel 

God has called them to that work. Someone who works because he has to will not do as good a job as one who works 

because he wants to.  

 

1 Peter 5:3 – “Don’t lord it over the people assigned to your care, but lead them by your own good example.”  

NLT   

 

Elders are not bosses, dictators, tyrants. They do not lead in the way that army sergeants and factory foremen and 

office managers usually lead. Nor do they lead in the same way as coaches or parents, who, within certain boundaries, 

have absolute authority over those in their charge.  

 

They do not lead by saying: “This is what I say; you have got to do it! This is my will. Obey!” Instead, they lead by 

being examples to the flock! They are always out in front, showing the way, demonstrating what Christians ought to 

be and do. It is by the power of their Christian example, by allowing the flock and the world to see Christ in himself 

through his words and deeds, and not by the authority of their position, that they influence the flock to go in the right 

way.  

 

Matthew 20:26-28: “…Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to 

be first among you must become your slave. For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve others 

and to give his life as a ransom for many.” NLT 

 

1 Peter 5:4 – “And when the Great Shepherd appears, you will receive a crown of never-ending glory and 

honor.” NLT 

 

It should be noted that it is not “their” flock. Christ is the “Chief Shepherd.”  It is His flock. Elders are merely 

stewards of that with which God has entrusted them. The Lord will one day return and require the elder to give an 

account of his stewardship. When that happens, those who have served well will receive a crown of glory that does 

not fade away.  

 

The Christians to whom Peter was writing were being persecuted or were likely to be persecuted. Not every church 

has to face the problem of persecution and suffering. But every church has to face some kind of problem: false 

teachers, sectarian strife, immorality, lukewarmness, disunity, lack of love, Christians falling away, apathy.  

 

What does the church need to remain faithful and strong in a time of persecution and suffering and triumph over these 

problems? For one thing, it needs good leadership! With good leadership, the Lord’s church can overcome any 

obstacle!  
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II. The Role of Elders 

 

Acts 14:23 - “So when they had appointed elders in every church, and prayed with fasting, they commended 

them to the Lord in whom they had believed.” NKJV 

 
In this modern age we often think of elders as operating in much the same way as the board of directors of a large 

company. However, the Holy Spirit makes elders to do a very specific type of work.  

 

Elders must remain faithful! Paul told the Ephesian elders, Acts 20:28 - “Therefore take heed to yourselves and 

to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He 

purchased with His own blood.” NKJV 

 

Their first responsibility is to keep themselves out of sin and in the faith. This becomes especially important when 

they understand that according to 1 Peter 5:3, elders lead primarily by example. An elder, as a leader, should leave the 

legacy of a good example so that others can say, “Remember him…imitate his faith.” 

 

Elders must lead! All of the words used for the elder - “elder,” “bishop,” “pastor,” and “shepherd” - suggest 

leadership!  

 

Kings in Old Testament times were thought of as shepherds! The Lord is spoken of as a shepherd in both the Old and 

New Testaments.  

 

Elders were recognized as leaders in Old Testament times, and in the New Testament era elders were leaders in both 

Greek and Jewish societies. Church elders are to lead as well.  

 

Hebrews 13:17 – “Obey those who rule over you, and be submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those 

who must give account. Let them do so with joy and not with grief, for that would be unprofitable for you.” 

NKJV 

 

Elders cannot and must not abdicate the leadership role to allow others who are less qualified and less spiritual to 

lead; nor must they let the church drift, leaderless.  

 

Elders must protect the flock from false teachers! After telling the Ephesian elders to be watchful concerning 

themselves and the flock, Paul warned them: Acts 20:29-30:  “For I know this, that after my departure savage 

wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. Also from among yourselves men will rise up, speaking 

perverse things, to draw away the disciples after themselves…” NKJV  

 

An elder must be a man of the book, and he must have demonstrated his ability and skillfulness in teaching in order to 

qualify.  This is not a requirement that can be taken lightly.   

 

A failure on the part of elders to be as familiar with the word as they should be not only helps false doctrine to go 

unchecked when it is taught, but it also creates an atmosphere in which unscriptural teaching is tolerated – that is 

totally unacceptable to God! 

 

It may be that protecting the church from false teachers is the most important role that elders have. In most cases 

elders lead by example, persuasion, and motivation. With regard to false teachers, however, elders have an absolute 

responsibility.  

 

If false teachers are likely to lead the flock away with the result that the sheep are lost eternally, the elders must stand 

for the truth and take every legal, moral, and ethical measure possible to protect the flock from those teachers.  
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Titus 1:9–11: “He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage 

others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it. For there are many rebellious people, full of 

meaningless talk and deception, especially those of the circumcision group. They must be silenced, because they 

are disrupting whole households by teaching things they ought not to teach—and that for the sake of dishonest 

gain.” NIV 

 

He is to be able to teach his people what the word of God teaches and to give direction as to how that is to be 

accomplished in and through the local church. There is no greater danger than appointing a leader who does not know 

the Bible.  He must be able to distinguish between what is true and what is false.  He must be able to defend the 

gospel.   

 

Elders must act as shepherds to the flock! In Ephesians 4:11 they are spoken of as “pastors” or “shepherds.” 

They are told to “shepherd the church of God” in Acts 20:28 and “shepherd [or pastor] the flock of God” in 1 

Peter 5:2.  

 

What does “shepherding” involve? It includes protecting the flock from false teachers, but it also includes feeding 

them (teaching them) or seeing that they are fed (or taught the truth) and more. To understand what “shepherding the 

flock” means, we need to picture ancient shepherds.  

 

In Luke 15:3–7, that shepherd went out, no doubt at some considerable cost to himself, to find a lost sheep! 

 

In John 10:1–17, the good shepherd calls his sheep by name…he leads them…he lays down his life for them…he 

knows them!  

 

Psalm 23 teaches that because of the shepherd, the sheep can say, “I shall not want.” The sheep need not want 

because the shepherd provides for them.  

 

The metaphor of “shepherd” wasn’t chosen lightly for leaders of God’s people, either in the OT (Ezekiel 34:1-24) or 

the NT.  

 

Shepherding is highly relational! Sheep know their shepherd and shepherds know their sheep. The shepherd held the 

little lambs in his arms when they first born.  

 

He fed, nurtured, protected, and loved them since they were born. They know his smell and the sound of his voice. 

They trust him. They listen to him. They follow him.  

 

In the same way, shepherding in the church must be highly relational. It cannot be done from a distance. It’s not about 

being a decision-maker! It’s about being a life-changer! It’s not about being a congregational-representative! It’s 

about being a Jesus-representative to the congregation! 

 

Elders must equip the saints for the work of the ministry!  Ephesians 4:11-12:  “Now these are the gifts Christ 

gave to the church: the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, and the pastors and teachers. Their 

responsibility is to equip God’s people to do his work and build up the church, the body of Christ.” NLT  

 

Pastors (elders) must be willing to work among the people and be willing to help every person grow. They are to be 

people-oriented, not just thing or program-oriented!  They are to help each person find their place in serving and 

are to train them for this work  by teaching and training and motivating!  
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It is done by participation with the group or fellowship: 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13: “Dear brothers and sisters, 

honor those who are your leaders in the Lord’s work. They work hard among you and give you spiritual 

guidance.  Show them great respect and wholehearted love because of their work. And live peacefully with 

each other.” NLT 

 

How long will this go on?  Until the end of our time on earth! 

 

Elders must watch out for the souls of the flock! Hebrews 13:17 – “Obey those who rule over you, and be 

submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must give account. Let them do so with joy and not 

with grief, for that would be unprofitable for you.” NKJV 

 

None of the usual Greek words for “elder” are used here; but in view of the fact that no one else is singled out as the 

leader of a local church, it seems evident that “elders” are who he is talking about. The job of the “leaders” or 

“elders” in this passage is to watch over souls, a responsibility for which they will one day give an account.  

 

Although elders can and should be involved in evangelism, their primary responsibility is to those who are already in 

the fellowship. That seems to be where they should concentrate their efforts.  

 

One preacher said that when the elder passes by the casket of a former member, he must ask himself, “Did I do 

everything I could to assure that this brother (or sister) will go to heaven?”  

 

After giving instructions to elders, Peter wrote: 1 Peter 5:5 – “Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves  to 

your elders...” NKJV 

 

In Hebrews 13:17 Christians are told, “Obey those who rule over you, and be submissive…” NKJV 

 

Members of the congregation are to submit themselves to the leadership of the elders, remembering that the elders are 

looking after the welfare of their souls – let them! 


