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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The Research Problem

Scripture teaches that leadership was created by God, a concept illustrated by
the creation mandate to man to subdue the earth (Gen 1:28-29). As Michael Wilder and
Timothy Paul Jones point out, leadership was not something that God put into place after
the Fall, but it was God’s plan from the beginning for man to exercise the dominion of
the rest of creation.! However, as a result of the Fall, man needs leadership and guidance
in order to fulfill the purposes that God has set forth. Institutions need leadership, and the
Church is no exception. Benjamin Merkle asserts that while church polity is not the
weightiest decision that a church will make, adopting a biblical form is essential for the
health of the church as it determines who leads and teaches the church.? In recent years
there has been a growth of the use of elder leadership in Southern Baptist churches and
the increase in elder leadership has included the use of unpaid elders.’ While there is
much prescriptive literature for the role of the elders in Southern Baptist churches,* there

is little empirical research that describes the roles that unpaid elders are assuming in their

! Michael S. Wilder and Timothy Paul Jones, The God Who Goes before You: Pastoral
Leadership as Christ-Centered Followership (Nashville: B & H Academic, 2018), 29-30.

2 Benjamin L. Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons (Grand Rapids: Kregel
Publications, 2008), 21-23.

3 Mark Dever, By Whose Authority: Elders in Baptist Life (Washington, DC: 9Marks, 2006),
22-25.

4 The original focus of this thesis was the role of the unpaid elder in evangelical,
congregationally ruled churches. The focus was narrowed to Southern Baptist churches as they fit both of
these descriptions. The explanation for how Southern Baptist churches are evangelical and congregationally
ruled is in chapters 1 and 3 of this thesis.



congregations.’

Current Status of the Research Problem

The New Testament describes two offices for the church: Elders and Deacons.®
The book of Acts gives the account of Christ leaving the earth and giving the
responsibility of building His church to the apostles (Acts 1:6-10).” The New Testament
teaches that polity and church offices affect the governance of the church.® While there is
much in the secondary literature that examines the evidence for each of these concepts
and dynamics between them, there is little research regarding the practical application for

unpaid elders in Southern Baptist churches.

Congregational Polity
Chad Brand and Stan Norman define polity as “the way a church or group of

churches organize and administrate themselves.” Brand and Norman write that church
polity is essential to the ministry of a church since it will dictate the relationships of the
congregation and leadership as well as have a direct impact on how the church

ministers.!? Congregational rule is distinct from elder rule as it is exercised in some

> The literature describing the role of unpaid elders will be examined in chapter 2.

¢ Deacons and elders are both described in the book of Acts as offices in the early church. Paul
also provided qualifications for both offices in Titus 1 and 1 Tim 3. However, the purpose of this thesis will
be to explore the role of the elder in congregational churches. The role of deacon is vital to the health of a
church and for a deeper explanation of the role of deacon, see Alexander Strauch, Paul’s Vision for the
Deacons: Assisting the Elders with the Care of God’s Church. (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth Publishers,
2017).

7 All Scripture references are from the English Standard Bible unless otherwise noted.

8 Church polity or organization is addressed in the New Testament as it is recorded that the
church observed ordinances together (2:41-42), kept record of membership (Acts 18:24-28, Phlm 9-12),
and received offering (Rom 15:24, 1 Cor 16:1-2). Church offices are described in Acts 6:1-6 (Deacons) and
Acts 11:30, 14:23; 1 Tim 3:1-7, 10, 4:14; Titus 1:5-9 (Elders).

° Stanton Norman and Chad Brand, “Is Polity That Important?,” in Perspectives on Church
Government: Five Views of Church Polity, ed. Chad Brand and R. Stanton Norman (Nashville: Broadman
& Holman Publishers, 2004), 15.

10 Norman and Brand, “Is Polity That Important?” This thesis will focus on the congregational
model of church polity and the role of elders within this model as Southern Baptist churches are



Presbyterian and Episcopal churches. In a congregationally ruled church, the church’s
authority is derived from Christ and rests with the congregation.!! The congregation
makes all decisions except for those that are delegated to the leadership of the church.!?
While congregationally ruled churches may belong to networks or denominations, they
do not answer to a hierarchy but maintain their autonomy.

The New Testament provides evidence for congregational polity in several
different passages.'® Matthew 18:5-18 is a passage in which Christ gave instructions for
handling church discipline. In this passage, Matthew records the only instance where
Christ uses the word “church,” as the members of the church are given the responsibility
of dealing with wayward members.'* Luke also provides an example of a congregation
choosing its leaders in Acts 6, as the twelve apostles call for the members of the church zo
choose for themselves seven leaders to meet the needs of widows so that the apostles can
focus on the work of ministry. Merkle correctly points out that all of Paul’s letters are
addressed to the members of the churches themselves, not just the elders of each church,

giving evidence to suggest that Paul viewed the church members themselves as having

predominantly congregationally ruled. There are many other forms of church polity and the proponents of
each model have convictions that their model is supported by Scripture. A comparison of the different
forms of polity will be provided in chapter 2. Brand and Stanton’s book has a strong explanation and
“debate” between proponents of several prominent forms of church polity. It is a helpful resource for those
who wish to know what distinguishes each form.

"' Gerald Cowen, Who Rules the Church? Examining Congregational Leadership and Church
Government (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2003), 85.

12 Phil A. Newton, Elders in Congregational Life: Rediscovering the Biblical Model for
Church Leadership (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2005), 26.

13 See Acts 6:1-6; 13:1-3; 15:4, 12, 22; 2 Cor 2:6,. For further explanation of these passages,
see Harding Stricker, “Entrusted to Serve: Congregational Leadership in the New Testament and Early
Church; Or Why Choose Congregationalism,” International Congregational Journal 10, no. 2 (Fall 2011):
39-50. Also see Janet Wooten, “Biblical Origins of Congregationalism,” International Congregational
Journal 12, no. 2 (Winter 2013): 87-91.

14 James Leo Garrett Jr., “The Congregation Led Church: Congregational Polity,” in Brand and
Norman, Perspectives on Church Government, 130. Garrett also uses 1 Cor 5:2 and 2 Cor 2:6 as evidence
as they provide further instructions for church discipline.



final authority.'> The New Testament also provides theological evidence for
congregational polity by teaching that followers of Christ have access to God that does
not require an earthly priest to act as an intermediary. First Peter 2:5-9 describes
Christians as a “royal priesthood” and a “holy nation” with all the privileges of being
children of God. The Christians’ access to Christ makes the church accountable to God,
not just the church’s leadership. Jonathan Leeman argues that the responsibility of
congregational authority is to protect the gospel by guarding membership and practicing
church discipline.'® One crucial piece of membership that must be present in order for
congregational polity to function is the requirement of a regenerate membership. John
Hammett points out that for church members to give meaningful contributions, that
further the church’s mission, members must have a “genuine commitment to Christ.”!”

However, a congregationally ruled church must still have leadership and
shepherding, which is provided by the church elders. The primary responsibility of an
elder is the equipping of the saints, and Leeman claims that the weekly meeting of the
church should be a training session in which the elders train the congregation in doing its
job.!® The elders are also responsible for making day-to-day decisions in order to avoid
the unwieldy task of taking every decision directly to the congregation.'’

While congregational polity must have elders or pastors as leaders, nothing in

15 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 43—44.

16 Jonathan Leeman, Understanding the Congregation’s Authority (Nashville: B & H Group,
2016), 15-16.

17 John S. Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches: A Contemporary Ecclesiology
(Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2005), 82—83. Hammet’s text is written for Baptists and from a Baptist
perspective. Also see Mark Dever, Polity: Biblical Arguments on How to Conduct Church Life
(Washington: Center for Church Reform, 2000), as he argues that congregational rule is one of the
hallmarks of Baptist polity. Therefore, many of the texts used in this thesis that are written from a Baptist
perspective are still useful in explaining the functions of elders and congregationalism.

18 Leeman, Understanding the Congregation’s Authority, 16.
19 Newton, Elders in Congregational Life, 58. Newton writes that there is no evidence in the

early church that all decisions were brought before the congregation. Newton points out that trust from the
congregation in a trustworthy plurality of elders was required for this type of polity to work.

4



Scripture instructs churches on the process of selecting elders or the number of elders that
makes up the elder body.?° Paul instructs Titus to appoint elders without explaining how,
but instead gives qualifications to be sought in elders (Titus 1:5-9). William Cannon
points out that traditionally a congregation chooses its paid elders by looking for
seminary graduates that need ministry experience.?! What experience, background, or
competencies do congregations desire for unpaid elders to have? Unpaid elders will be
discussed further in the next section, but we must ask the questions of how a
congregation chooses from among themselves the men to serve as unpaid elders. While
these texts provide justification and guidance on how elders may function in a
congregational polity, there is little about how unpaid elders function in contemporary

churches.

Elders

The New Testament teaches that church elders were placed in congregations to

t.22 The Greek word in the New Testament for an elder is

provide leadership and oversigh
presbuteros, which literally means “old person.”?* However, the New Testament teaching
on elders indicates church leaders who are spiritually mature, not necessarily older in

age.?* Paul also refers to church leaders using the term episkopos, which translates to

20 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 166—69.

2! William Ralph Cannon II, “Prior Pastoral Experience and Post-Seminary Experience: A
Mixed Method Study” (PhD Dissertation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2015), 1-2.

22 See footnote 7 in chapter 1 for Scripture references on elders in the New Testament. Chapter
2 of this thesis also exposits the passages that relate to church elders (see section titled “Scriptural
Foundations for Elders in chapter 2).

23 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 61-63.

24 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 115. Merkle states several reasons for
elders needing to be spiritually mature rather than simply older in age. He argues that Timothy was younger
when Paul instructed him to appoint elders as Paul had told Timothy not to allow anyone to look down on
him because of his youth (1 Tim 4:12). Merkle also notes that Paul gave a specific age for widows to begin
receiving financial support from the church (60 years old) in 1 Tim 5:9, while no specific age for an elder is
given. It also worth pointing out that in 1 Tim 3:4 Paul tells Timothy that an elder must keep his “children
submissive.” The command to manage his children seems to show that an elder could have children still
living in the home, which points to the allowance for a younger man to serve as elder.



overseer or bishop. While there are two different terms used in presbuteros and episkopos
in the New Testament, biblical evidence points to the fact that these names are referring
to the same office.”> When Paul speaks to the Ephesian elders at Miletus in Acts 20:17-
38, Luke refers to the individuals as elders (Greek word presbuteros) in verse 17 and then
overseers (Greek word episkopos) in verse 28.26 Luke first mentions Jewish Christian
elders at Antioch in Acts 11:30, while the first mention of Gentile Christian elders is the
appointment of the elders at Galatia in Acts 13. James Hamilton Jr. asserts that the elders
in the early church may have borrowed their structure from the synagogue, although the
direct influence of the leadership structure in the synagogue on the church is not easy to
find.?” Andrew Clarke agrees, stating that while there is the influence of the eldership
structure from the synagogue, elder leadership was also heavily present in other Greco-
Roman social and government associations.?® However, Hamilton convincingly argues
that even though the early church got their “concept of leadership” from the Old
Testament, he New Testament elder is a new office created by the New Covenant.?’ In
the Old Covenant, one could hold the office if one was a Jew, perhaps holding the office
based on “ethnic or genealogical” grounds without knowing God.*° The New Covenant
“blasted the boundaries” of God’s people as the command to make disciples was given by

Christ, allowing for regenerate Christian men to serve as church elders, not just ethnic

25 Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership: An Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Church
Leadership, rev. and exp ed. (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth Publishers, 1995), 124-48.

26 Benjamin L. Merkle, The Elder and Overseer: One Office in the Early Church, Studies in
Biblical Literature, 57 (New York: Peter Lang, 2003), 132.

27 James Hamilton Jr., “Did the Church Borrow Leadership Structure from the Old Testament
or Synagogue?,” in Shepherding God’s Flock: Biblical Leadership in the New Testament and Beyond, ed.
Benjamin L. Merkle and Thomas R. Schreiner (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2015), 13-27.

28 Andrew D. Clarke, Serve the Community of the Church: Christians as Leaders and
Ministers, First-Century Christians in the Graecco-Roman World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 166—68.

2% Hamilton, “Did the Church Borrow Leadership Structure?,” 20-24, 31. Hamilton notes that
this is why the requirements for elders needed definition in the New Testament as it would not be obvious
to those without familiarity with the Torah to identify those who could serve as elder.

30 Hamilton, “Did the Church Borrow Leadership Structure,?” 23.



Jews.3!

Paul describes the primary activity of the elder as shepherding in Ephesians
4:11. Peter calls church elders to shepherd the church by feeding the sheep (1 Pet 5:1-5),
while Paul exhorts elders to be on guard for false teachers and the like (Acts 20). Phil
Newton describes the job of the elder in four words: doctrine, discipline, direction, and
distinction.>* Newton argues that these few words accurately represent the elder’s job to
protect the teaching and conduct of those within the church while setting an example for
the flock with his own life.?* In addition to the protection of the church, J. R. Briggs and
Bob Hyatt argue that by fulfilling these vital functions, elders will help their churches
remain true to the mission God has ordained for the church.

Scripture holds instructions and provisions for elders to be paid for the work
they perform in shepherding (1 Tim 5:17-18).3” However, Merkle states that unpaid
elders are permissible by Scripture and may provide the church an advantage. Merkle
writes that elders are allowed to receive a salary outside of the work performed for the
church.?* He goes on to note that unpaid elders alleviate the financial burden of
supporting a large number of elders.*® Dave Harvey agrees, with Merkle’s idea arguing

that having only paid elders may limit the quality of counsel and wisdom a church may

3! Hamilton, “Did the Church Borrow Leadership Structure?”
34 Newton, Elders in Congregational Life, 41-44.
35 Newton, Elders in Congregational Life.

36 J . R. Briggs and Bob Hyatt, Eldership and the Mission of God: Equipping Teams for
Faithful Church Leadership (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015), 50-53.

37 Paul writes in this passage that “the Scriptures say not to muzzle the ox while he treads out
grain,” a quote from Deut 25:4. This is referring to the practice of allowing an ox to eat the grain that falls
to the ground while he working the millstone to crush grain, thus benefitting and being nourished from the
work that he is performing. In the same way, Paul said that elders should be allowed to be nourished from
their work.

39 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 215.

40 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 218.



receive.*! Harvey states that only using paid elders means that only churches that are
“affluent” can have large bodies of elders, making strong leadership a luxury.*?

The New Testament uses the term pastor and elder interchangeably, which
means that the qualifications for pastor-elder are consistent for paid and unpaid elders.*?
Shepherding of the congregation takes place through the preaching of the Bible, the
counseling of its members, the meeting of physical needs, by leading in worship, and
making disciples.** While there is an agreement in the literature of what an elder’s job is
in the church and that there is provision for unpaid elders in churches, there is little in the
research literature about how the unpaid elder interacts or relates to paid elders. 9Marks
has published journals prescribing and advising churches on how to utilize unpaid elders,
but there is little empirical research to understand how churches are implementing the
advice provided by 9Marks in regard to unpaid elders.*

There is still a need for further research and understanding of how unpaid

elders serve within a plurality of elders.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this explanatory, sequential, mixed-method study was to
understand the role of the unpaid elder in Southern Baptist churches. This study involved
collecting quantitative data and then explaining the quantitative results with qualitative

data. In the quantitative phase of the study, survey data was collected from church elders

4! Dave Harvey, “Lay Elders Are Not the Shepherding JV Team,” The Gospel Coalition
(blog), accessed January 25, 2019, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/lay-elders-are-not-
shepherding-jv-team/.

42 Harvey, “Lay Elders Are Not the Shepherding JV Team.”

3 Merkle, The Elder and Overseer, 140.

4 See Eph 4:11, 1 Tim 3:2, 4:13, 5:17, 2 Tim 2:2, Heb 13:17, Acts 20:17-35, and 1 Pet 5:1-5.

45 9Marks Journal has published several articles and volumes that are helpful for those
churches using unpaid elders or perhaps considering a move to elder-led polity. Two such issues are Lay

Elders: A User’s Guide Part 1 and Lay Elders: A User’s Guide Part 2, which are the November-December
2012 and January-February 2013 issues of the 9Marks Journal.



at eligible churches to explain the roles of unpaid elders. In the qualitative phase, the
researcher conducted interviews with paid and unpaid elders that determined how the
qualitative data (interviews) compared with the quantitative data (survey). This study was
a team study conducted by two EdD students at the Southern Baptist Theological

Seminary.

Research Questions

The research questions for this study included quantitative and qualitative

questions.

Quantitative

1. What are the distinct roles assumed by paid and unpaid elders in Southern Baptist
churches?

2. What competencies do churches expect unpaid elders to have?

3. What are the formal and informal boundaries of decision making for elder teams?

Qualitative
4. What does the church do to prepare unpaid elders to serve?
5. How does the church select unpaid elders?

6. How are unpaid elders engaged in teaching and shepherding the congregation?

Population

The population to be generalized in this study was Southern Baptist churches

in the United States that are led by a plurality of elders that include unpaid elders.

Delimitations

The study was delimited to Southern Baptist churches that have a plurality of

elders, including unpaid elders. The Southern Baptist Convention is the largest



Protestant-evangelical denomination in the United States*® and also meets the definition
of evangelical as described by the National Association of Evangelicals.*” Southern
Baptists are also predominantly congregationally governed.*® This study did not include
churches that do not have unpaid elders as a part of their leadership nor include churches

that are not members of the Southern Baptist Convention.

Limitations of Generalizations of Findings

The quantitative results were only generalized to those churches within the
Southern Baptist Convention that are led by a plurality of elders that include unpaid
elders. The qualitative results were only generalized to those churches that participate in
the qualitative interviews. The research was limited to Southern Baptist churches in the
United States and did not include churches that are elder ruled. However, the intent was
that this study could be replicated within other evangelical churches whose polity

includes unpaid elders.

Methodology

This mixed-method case study was conducted in sequential phases where the

data from the quantitative phase was analyzed and then used to inform the qualitative

46 U.S. Religious Census 2010: Overview. SBC churches make up 6.4 percent of evangelical
churches in the United States.

47 “What Is an Evangelical?,” National Association of Evangelicals, accessed February 7,
2019, https://www.nae.net/what-is-an-evangelical/. The National Association of Evangelicals (NAE)
defines evangelicals as those who affirm the following: 1. Conversionism: the belief that lives need to be
transformed through a “born-again” experience and a lifelong process of following Jesus 2. Activism: the
expression and demonstration of the gospel in missionary and social reform efforts 3. Biblicism: a high
regard for and obedience to the Bible as the ultimate authority 4. Crucicentrism: a stress on the sacrifice of
Jesus Christ on the cross as making possible the redemption of humanity. Southern Baptists affirm each of
these in the Baptist Faith and Message 2000 in Section I-Scripture, Section IV-Salvation, and Section XI-
Evangelism and Missions. For more information on how the NAE arrived at these definitions, see
http://lifewayresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/NAE-LifeWay-Research-Evangelical-Beliefs-
Research-Definition-Methodology-and-Use.pdf.

48 «“Southern Baptist Convention: The Baptist Faith and Message,” accessed December 19,
2019, http://www.sbec.net/bfm2000/bfm2000.asp. See Section VI-The Church.
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phase.*® The interviews for the qualitative phase were purposely selected from the
quantitative phase based on the respondent’s experience with unpaid elders revealed in
the quantitative phase. The survey in the quantitative phase included questions asking

about his willingness to participate in follow-up interviews.

Quantitative Phase 1

The research team originally planned to screen the SBC Annual Church Profile
(ACP) for eligible churches. However, the team was unable to obtain the ACP data from
Lifeway Research. The team developed a database of 43,961 churches and sent a survey
to a random sample of 2,881 SBC churches.’® The survey asked demographic questions
and then asked the respondent if his church used unpaid elders. If the answer was “Yes,”
then the survey continued and asked questions related to unpaid elders. If the answer was
“No,” then the survey ended. The remainder of the survey contained questions designed
to gather data pertaining to the quantitative research questions. The surveys were
collected and analyzed using the Internet collection software Survey Monkey. The
purpose of this analysis was to aid in the purposeful sampling of the qualitative phase as

well as observe findings that merit further explanation within the qualitative phase.’!

Qualitative Phase 2

Phase 2 of the study was conducted separately by each member of the research
team. The sample for Phase 2 was purposely selected from those churches that met the
selection criteria from Phase 1. The qualitative phase consisted of open-ended interviews

conducted with at least one paid elder and one unpaid elder from each church. The

49 John W. Creswell and Vicki L. Plano Clark, Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods
Research, 3rd Edition (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2018), 190-91.

30 All of the research instruments used in this thesis were in compliance with and approved by
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary ethics committee.

31 Creswell and Plano Clark, Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research, 234.
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specific focus for this thesis was how the unpaid elders participated in shepherding and
teaching within their congregations. Each researcher conducted the qualitative phase

independently with different participants from different churches. The interviews were
transcribed and coded for individual analysis as well as integrated analysis between the

quantitative and qualitative phases.>?

Definition of Terms

This study used the following operational definitions:

Paid elder. An elder that receives compensation and wages for the work
performed as a pastor-elder.>

Unpaid elder. An elder that serves the church as a pastor-elder but does not
receive monetary compensation for his service.>*

Congregational polity. Congregational polity is the system in which the church
congregation has the power to make final decisions on church matters. Congregational
polity or rule does not mean that every decision is left to the entire congregation as some
decisions are delegated to church leaders.>

Evangelical church. An evangelical church is a church that aligns with the

affirmations of the National Council of Evangelicals.>®

32 Creswell and Plano Clark, Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research.
33 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 215.
34 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 217-18.

35 Mark Dever, 4 Display of God’s Glory: Basics of Church Structure: Deacons, Elders,
Congregationalism & Membership (Washington, DC: 9Marks, 2010), 33.

36 The National Council of Evangelical Churches and Lifeway Research have also developed a
set of affirmations to identify evangelicals in the research process. In order for respondents to be classified
as evangelical, they must strongly agree with the following statements: “the Bible is the highest authority I
believe, it is very important for me to encourage non-Christians to trust Jesus Christ as their Savior, Jesus
Christ’s death on the cross is the only sacrifice that could remove the penalty of my sin, only those who
trust in Jesus Christ alone as their Savior receive God’s free gift of eternal salvation.” For more information
on the development of these statements see What is an Evangelical (https://www.nae.net/what-is-an-
evangelical/). As the term evangelical is utilized a great deal in our current climate, it may be helpful to
also see other resources that define the term such as Evangelicals: What’s in a Name? (Evangelicals
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Competencies. Spencer and Spencer define competency as an “underlying
characteristic of an individual that is causally related to criterion-referenced effective
and/or superior performance in a job or situation.”’

Shepherding. Shepherding is the job of the elder in leading, protecting, and
caring for the congregation or flock.>®

Teaching. Teaching is the giving of sound doctrine and “encouragement
through biblical teaching” as well as rebuking those who “oppose the truth of the

gospel.”>?

Conclusion

The current research into the role of unpaid elders in Southern Baptist churches
is very minimal, and much of what has been published addresses the role of elders in
general rather than what unpaid elders are actually doing. This study will provide
churches with data that will help supply counsel and understanding in the use of unpaid
elders. It will aid churches in making the transition to elder leadership or strengthening

their existing elder structures.

Magazine, National Association of Evangelicals, Winter 2017/18), and Mark Nolls, The Rise of
Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield, and the Wesleys (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic,
2010).

37 Lyle M. Spencer and Signe M. Spencer, Competence at Work: Models for Superior
Performance (New York: Wiley, 1993), 9.

38 Strauch, Biblical Eldership, 16-23.

39 Merkle, 40 Questions about Elders and Deacons, 92.
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CHAPTER 2
PRECEDENT LITERATURE

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of what unpaid elders are
currently doing in Southern Baptist churches. The literature has much that prescribes
what roles elders, both paid and unpaid, should have in congregational life. However,
there is little empirical research that confirms what unpaid elders are doing. The purpose
of this chapter is to review the literature that relates to the role that unpaid elders have in
congregational congregations. The first part of the chapter will discuss the New
Testament teaching on church Elders from the book of Acts, the Pauline Epistles, and the
General Epistles.! The next section will be an explanation of the different forms of
church polity within evangelical congregations and the roles for leaders in each system of
polity. The last section will examine the prescriptive literature for elders in
congregational church polity. The sections in this chapter shaped the research questions

for this thesis.

Scriptural Foundation for Elders

Any system of church polity or leadership to be considered evangelical must

be rooted in Scripture and view Scripture as the final authority on how the church is

!James Tunstead Burtchaell, From Synagogue to Church: Public Services and Offices in the
Earliest Christian Communities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Andrew D. Clarke, Serve
the Community of the Church: Christians as Leaders and Ministers, First-Century Christians in the Graeco-
Roman World (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans Pub, 2000); James Hamilton Jr., “Did the Church Borrow
Leadership Structure from the Old Testament or Synagogue?,” in Shepherding God’s Flock: Biblical
Leadership in the New Testament and Beyond, ed. Benjamin L. Merkle and Thomas R. Schreiner (Grand
Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2015). Each of these authors provides a helpful explanation of how the New
Testament office of Elder may have been derived from the Old Testament Elder. However, this thesis is
examining the New Testament church elder and will focus on the teaching found in the New Testament.
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governed.? This presupposition means that an understanding of the role of church elder
must begin with an understanding of the New Testament teaching on the church elder.
The exposition of Scripture for this chapter will be undertaken by examining the New
Testament writing on church elders in Acts, the Pauline Epistles, and the General

Epistles. The emphasis of this exegesis will be on the role of church elders in the church.

Church Elders in Acts

Luke wrote the book of Acts as a sequel to his gospel. The book of Acts has
many references to the role of church elder, and as Benjamin Merkle points out it is a
historically reliable account of the early church.? Darrell Bock notes that of the sixty-six
uses of the Greek word presbyteros in the New Testament, eighteen of the mentions
appear in the book of Acts.* Acts provides a narrative description of the authority that
elders possessed in the early church as well as some examples of how they functioned.
The following section reviews the description of church elders in the book of Acts

sequentially.

Acts 11:29-30—authority of church elders. Luke first mentions elders in
Acts 11 where he depicts their authority over the church.’> Luke describes the desire of the
Jerusalem church to provide money for famine relief to the church in Judea after a
prophet predicts a coming famine. While the focus of this passage may be on the

generosity of the church in giving money, it is essential to notice that it is the church

2 “What Is an Evangelical?,” National Association of Evangelicals, accessed February 7, 2019,
https://www.nae.net/what-is-an-evangelical/.

3 Benjamin L. Merkle, The Elder and Overseer: One Office in the Early Church, Studies in
Biblical Literature 57 (New York: Peter Lang, 2003), 122.

4 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2007), 418.

> William J. Larkin, Acts, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Downers Grove, IL,
1995), 180.
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elders who are receiving the money for the church, thus establishing their position of
authority.® Howard Marshall argues that the elders mentioned in Acts 11 may be the
seven mentioned in Acts 6:1-6, who Luke refers to by a new title in a manner consistent
with Old Testament terms for leadership.” While Luke does not provide an exact
identification of who the Jerusalem elders are, he does view them as bearing authority

over the church at Jerusalem.

Acts 14:23—appointment of church elders. Luke not only depicts the
authority of church elders in the church at Jerusalem; he also records an account of the
appointment of elders within the church at Jerusalem. The end of Acts 14 shares the story
of Paul and Barnabas as they return to Antioch on their missionary journey (Acts 14:21).
Paul and Barnabas end their teaching and disciple-making by appointing elders in the
Gentile church. Bock notes that while Paul does not use the term elder outside of the
Pastoral Epistles, this event shows that Paul cares deeply about the leadership of the local
church.? John Polhill explains that elders appointed by Paul and Barnabas would have
most likely been unpaid leaders as there would have been no professional clergy to
assume leadership.’ The pattern of unpaid leadership was established in these early
Gentile churches.

While this passage shows the appointment of elders, it does not explain the
process of their selection. Later in the Pastoral epistles, Paul provides the qualifications

of elders but does not provide a process for assessing qualifications or prescribe a method

¢ Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership: An Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Church
Leadership, rev. and exp. ed. (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth Publishers, 1995), 124.

7 1. Howard Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, The Tyndale New Testament
Commentaries, vol. 5 (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 162.

8 Bock, Acts, 483.

° John B. Polhill, Acts, The New American Commentary, vol. 26 (Nashville: Broadman Press,
1992), 289.
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for choosing the elders.!® Don Howell Jr. writes that Paul’s intention was not to be
prescriptive, but instead to leave the selection process to the churches themselves as the
“spiritual maturity and emotional stability” of the candidates were more critical than the
selection process.!! The apostles’ appointment of elders is a contrast to the
congregation’s choosing of the elders in Acts 6:1-6, but Polhill leaves open the possibility
that the selection of the elders could have been subject to congregational approval.!'?
However, the apostles would most likely have appointed the elders because the members
of the church would have all been new converts and relied upon the apostles to ensure

that competent leadership was put into place.'?

Acts 15—The Jerusalem Council. After describing the appointment of
church elders, Luke discusses elders again in Acts 15. While the authority of church
elders is affirmed in Acts 4, Luke demonstrates how the elders exercise authority through
his account of the Jerusalem Council, an event that Polhill calls the “turning point” of the
books of Acts.!* Luke’s account shows that the elders decided doctrinal issues, a vital role
that elders will play within the churches they serve. Luke shows in Acts 15 how the

elders assumed this role in a plurality of leadership, used Scripture as their authority, and

10°See 1 Tim 1:1-5 and Titus 3. These passages will be examined later in this chapter.

' Don N. Howell, Servants of the Servant: A Biblical Theology of Leadership (Eugene, OR:
Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2003), 287.

12 Polhill, Acts, 297.
13 Polhill, Acts.

14 Polhill, Acts. 300. According to Polhill, the Jerusalem Council is the transition of Luke’s
focus from the growth of the church among the Jews to the growth of the church among the Gentiles.
Agreement on the requirements for Gentiles to enter the church represented the one final “hurdle” for
Paul’s mission to the Gentiles, representing a defining moment for the young church. Bruce agrees that this
event is important, calling it “epoch-making” and was as equally important to Luke as was the conversion
of Paul.
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relied on the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Each of these aspects of the Jerusalem council
reveals a necessary piece of performing the role of elder.

The Jerusalem or “Apostolic Council” was held in response to teaching from
visitors to the church at Antioch. The specific teaching was that Gentile Christians must
undergo circumcision to be saved (Acts 15:1-2). Luke refers to these visitors as coming
from the “party of the Pharisees” and were adding to the requirements for Gentiles for
salvation (v. 15:5). Luke’s description of the council establishes the critical role of the
church elder in settling questions of doctrine.

While Acts 15 affirms the authority of elders, the passage also describes how
the elders acted as a plurality in making a judgment on doctrine rather than relying solely
on the decision of one person. Within the description of the plurality, Luke also reveals
the transition of power from the apostles to the elders.'®> Bock points out that the
development is evident in Luke’s depiction of the apostles and the elders meeting to
discuss the matter (Acts 15:6), whereas previously (Acts 6) only the apostles are involved
in the “deliberation” about neglected widows.'® Luke records in Acts 15 that elders
(appointed by the apostles) were participants in the council in addition to the apostles. As
Luke records that all present shared their voice (Acts 15:6-7), one can conclude that it
was not only the apostles that spoke, and therefore the apostles recognized the authority
of the elders in the Jerusalem Council.!”

Although the elders met and recognized the benefit of discussing the doctrinal
issue in a plurality, they do not rely solely on their intellect to find a resolution. The
plurality, or council, made their decision after consulting what Scripture had to say on the

requirements for salvation for Gentiles. Following the testimonies by Peter, Paul, and

15 Polhill, Acts, 301.
16 Bock, Acts, 499.

17 Strauch, Biblical Eldership, 127.
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Barnabas, James took the opportunity to share his thoughts on the question. James had a
senior position or at least commanded the respect of the church at Jerusalem, so his
conclusions on the matter seemed to carry weight.'® James interpreted Peter’s speech in
light of what the Old Testament has promised about the nation of Israel.!” Using a
passage from the book of Amos, James built a case for the inclusion of the Gentiles in the
church based on what God had foretold through the prophets about the restoration of
Israel.?’ James interpreted Amos 9:12 to speak of Gentile nations that will be a part of the
recovery of the “tent of David.”?! James’s speech reveals his conclusion that what Peter
has seen and Peter’s analysis of his events is consistent with what God has shown in His
word, a pattern that church elders should follow today.?* James was confident based on
the word of God that the Gentiles should carry no extra burden for salvation or church
membership as God’s plan was always to include Gentiles in the restoration of Israel.

In addition to consulting Scripture, Acts 15 shows how elders must rely on the
guidance of the Holy Spirit for discernment as they did so in resolving a doctrinal issue.
According to Wayne Grudem, one of the benefits of coming to saving faith in Christ is a
renewed mind that can have the ability to discern the Spirit’s leading.?* Grudem notes
several examples in the book of Acts where church leaders were confident in being led by
the Holy Spirit, either through a feeling from the Spirit or some other means.?®

Dependence on the Holy Spirit is illustrated in Acts 10, an episode that Peter shared in

18 Larkin, Acts, 222.

19 F. F. Bruce, The Book of the Acts, rev. ed., The New International Commentary on the New
Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), sec. E.

20 Larkin, Acts, 223.
21 Polhill, Acts, 303.
23 Larkin, Acts, 225.

24 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Leicester:
Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 643.

25 Grudem, Systematic Theology.

19



Acts 15, in which the Holy Spirit told Peter that the three men who were looking for him
were from a man called Cornelius. Peter was confident in going with the men because the
Holy Spirit told him to, and in turn, confident in sharing his view on Gentile church
membership. However, the Spirit was working differently through Peter at the Jerusalem
council than he did in the ministry to the Gentiles. At the Council, the Spirit is working
through testimony rather than actual signs, as noted by Derek Tidball.?® Bruce states that
the letter that was written by the council mentioned in Acts 15:22-29 affirms that the
Holy Spirit was the “chief author” of the council’s decision.?” By writing such, the
council believed that they were all “possessed” or “controlled” by the Holy Spirit.?®
Polhill agrees that the role of the Holy Spirit is clear and that Luke’s point is that the
same Holy Spirit that led to the inclusion of Gentiles is also directing the decisions of the

council.?’

Acts 20:17-38—The Miletus discourse. Acts 20:17-38 is known in the
literature as the Miletus Discourse and records Paul’s direct instruction to a group of
elders from the church at Ephesus. The Miletus Discourse recorded in Acts 20 is a
farewell speech and is the only speech of Paul’s to Christians recorded in the book of
Acts.>® The discourse is important to the understanding of elders for several reasons.
Paul’s speech to the Ephesian elders at Miletus aids in understanding the title of elder and
its relationship with the title of overseer. Paul also described the important function of the

elder by calling it shepherding, revealing the nuances and nature of the office. The speech

26 Derek Tidball, Ministry by the Book: New Testament Patterns for Pastoral Leadership
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 88.

27 Bruce, The Book of the Acts, sec. E.
28 Bruce, The Book of Acts, sec. E.
29 Polhill, Acts, 307.

30 Bruce, The Book of the Acts, sec. E.
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is one of the instances in the book of Acts that refers to church elders outside of ones
noted at the church at Jerusalem.?!

Here Paul uses the Greek word presbuteros (“elder ) for the leaders of the
church at Ephesus (Acts 20:17). 32 However, later in verse 28, Paul referred to the leaders
using the word episkopos which translates to overseer or bishop. The use of these terms is
significant because it provides evidence that the overseer and the elder in the New
Testament are describing the same office. Although Merkle argues that overseer in this
instance is referring to function rather than an office, it is consistent with other passages
in the New Testament that use the term elder as an office (Phil 1:1, 1 Tim 3:1-7, and
Titus 1:7-9).33

Bernard Aubert draws particular attention to the role of an elder as a
shepherd.?* Paul reminds the elders of their role by recounting how he has lived his own
life by preaching and cannot be blamed for the waywardness of anyone as he has done his
God-appointed duty.*> In sharing how he approached his ministry, Paul gave an overview
of the job of the church elder in protecting the church from various threats, by first
explaining that the elders must watch over themselves if they are to be effective in

shepherding the flock.?® Church elders must take care that their spiritual wellbeing and

31 The other instance being the appointed elders on the return from Paul and Barnabas’s first
missionary journey in Acts 14. There is scholarship that questions whether or not this speech is actually
more Pauline or more Lukan. The questions some scholars raise in this speech is how much knowledge that
Luke had of other Pauline writings and whether or not Luke imposes the Pauline view from the Pastoral
epistles into the Miletus speech. Bruce accepts the Pauline origin of the speech as do Williams and Neal.
Walton provides helpful commentary on the parallels between the Miletus speech of Acts 20 and passages
from the Gospel of Luke as well as 1 Thessalonians.

32 Merkle, The Elder and Overseer, 60. Verse 17 also refers to the elders in the plural, giving
further evidence that there was a plurality of elders in the early churches.

3 Merkle, The Elder and Overseer, 62.

34 Bernard Aubert, The Shepherd-Flock Motif in the Miletus Discourse (Acts 20:17-38) against
Its Historical Background, Studies in Biblical Literature, 124 (New York: Peter Lang, 2009).

35 Marshall, Acts, 262.
36 Aubert, The Shepherd-Flock Motif, 261.
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morality are taken seriously if they are to care for the congregation. The elders are called
to shepherd the flock (or congregation) by protecting the flock from wolves (false
teachers) that may come for either outside or inside the church that would seek to ravage

the sheep.’’

Acts 21—Jerusalem elders and Paul’s return. The authority of church elders
is visited again in Acts 21. Paul was welcomed by James and the other elders of the
church in Jerusalem upon his return to Jerusalem (vv. 17-18). James shared with Paul that
he had been accused by “zealots of the law” of encouraging Jewish Christians to
completely abandon the law and tells Paul to pay for the completion of a Nazarite vow
for four people as well as purifying himself to show that he was still keeping the Jewish
customs (vv. 17-24).38 Paul’s presence in Jerusalem would likely cause an issue among
the Jewish zealots, and Paul’s life may have been threatened as there were many Jews
who wanted him dead.*® Paul submitted to the authority of the church elders although the
things that he was accused of doing were untrue and the rites themselves were not needed

for salvation.

Church Elders in the Pauline Epistles
The book of Acts is helpful for describing how elders functioned in the

early church. However, the letters of the New Testament provide explicit instructions not
furnished by Acts. In Ephesians, for example, Paul lays out a more prescriptive approach

to the explanation of the function of church elders.

37 Marshall, Acts, 264.

38 Bock, Acts, 647. Bock notes that the language being used by Luke conveys the gravity of
accusations. Bock explains that Paul is being accused of telling Jewish Christians to commit apostasy. The
zealots would have likely viewed this in similar fashion. Bock contends that it is more likely that Paul
would have stressed the non-importance of the Jewish customs, but would have allowed the Jewish
Christians to continue to practice them based on Paul’s writing in Gal 2:12-14 and 1 Cor 10:25,27.

3 Bruce, The Book of the Acts, sec. iii; Polhill, Acts, 407.
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Ephesians 4. In Ephesians 4 Paul includes the pastoring or shepherding among
the spiritual gifts. Rather than describing the gifts given to individual Christians, as in 1
Corinthians, in Ephesians 4:11 Paul describes the people themselves as gifts to the church
for the purpose of furthering the church’s ministry.*® While Paul emphasizes the gifts
given by the Holy Spirit in 1 Corinthians 12, he calls the gifts in Ephesians 4 gifts that
Christ has given the “prophets, evangelists, shepherds, and teachers (vv. 9-14).” F. F.

Bruce contrasts these two passages by saying,

Whereas in 1 Cor. 12:4—11 the “varieties of gifts” are the diverse ministries
allocated by the Spirit to individual members of the church, together with the ability
to exercise those ministries, here the “gifts” are the persons who exercise those
ministries and who are said to be “given” by the ascended Christ to his people to
enable them to function and develop as they should. It is not suggested that such
“gifts” are restricted to those that are specifically nam