
TSD Online Class, Lesson 19
The Organization of The Church – The Eldership

Opening

JIM

 The only organization for the church of the New Testament is of a local nature. 
Churches in the first century had no legislative councils, synods, conventions or 
conferences, or any other sense above the local congregation. There are only two 
senses in which the word “church” is used in the New Testament—the universal 
sense which includes all the saved of the earth, and the local sense which 
comprises all of the saved in one locality.

The universal sense is what Jesus referred to when He said, “I will build my 
church” (Matt. 16:18) Paul also referred to the church in the universal sense 
when he wrote, (1 Tim. 3:15)“that thou mayest know how thou oughtest to 
behave thyself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God. . The 
universal church is also that over which Christ is the head. (Eph. 1:22-23)“And 
hath put all things under his feet, and gave him to be to be the head over all 
things to the church, Which is his body, the fulness of him that filleth all in all  . 
In the comprehensive sense there is no organization. It is simply the entire 
church—or family of God—in heaven and earth with Christ as head.

The church is also spoken of in the local sense in the New Testament, as when 
Paul addressed the church of Christ at Corinth: (1 Cor. 1:2)Unto the church of 
God which is at Corinth, to them that are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called 
saints, with all that in every place call upon the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, 
both theirs and ours” . The church in the local sense was also called, the church 
was was at Jerusalem... (Acts 8:1), and, “...the church which was at Antioch” 
(Acts 13:1). Only these local churches are organized under Jesus Christ. They are
independent, autonomous, self-governing units, as Paul referred to in Galatia 
(Galatians 1:2 And all the brethren which are with me, unto the churches of 
Galatia:), and Judea (Galatians 1:22).

These local churches are organized according to New Testament pattern. That 
organization consists of.

1. A plurality of elders to oversee the church. And when they had 
ordained them elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting, they 
commended them to the Lord, on whom they believed (Acts 14:23). For 



this cause left I thee in Crete, that thou shouldest set in order the things 
that are wanting, and ordain elders in every city, as I had appointed thee
(Titus 1:5).

2. Deacons to serve Paul and Timothy, the servants of Jesus Christ, to all the 
saints in Christ Jesus which are at Philippi, with the bishops and deacons 
(Phil 1:1).

3. Members to assemble for worship and to work in the local community.

Local congregational organization is the only one authorized in the New 
Testament for the church to carry out the mission of Christ. The New Testament 
mentions no other. So-called “para-church organizations” were unknown and 
those today are not Scriptural.

Local churches cooperated then and can scripturally cooperate today, but that 
cooperation was always under the supervision of a local eldership. But now I go 
unto Jerusalem to minister unto the saints. For it hath pleased them of 
Macedonia and Achaia to make a certain contribution for the poor saints 
which are at Jerusalem (ROM. 15:25-26). This was done by placing the 
contribution into the hands of the elders at Jerusalem for distribution to the 
poor saints in Judea Then the disciples, every man according to his ability, 
determined to send relief to the brethren which dwelt in Judea: which also they
did, and sent it to the elders by the hands of Barnabas and Saul (ACTS 11:29-
30).

JERRY
Some people contend that there is no such thing as an “office” of elder—that it 
is an honorary position. But the New Testament teaches otherwise. There is such
an office in the New Testament. Common English versions do not contain the 
word “eldership” but the Greek word for elder is presbuteros, and the collective 
term for this is the Greek presbuterion. This word harmonizes with the word 
“eldership” and should be so translated. This word occurs three times in the 
English New Testament—Luke 22:66 where it is applied to the “elders of the 
people” who were complicit in the illegal trial of Jesus. It is also used in Acts 
22:5, in the phrase, “...all the estate of the elders, and 1 Tim. 4:14 where it is 
translated “presbytery.”

The titles applied to the office describe certain aspects of it. The word elder is the
term normally used. Is this word used in an official sense, or does it simply refer 
to an older person? Some hold that the word “elder” only refers to an older man 
and not to an official of  the church. Is that assumption correct? Let’s test it.



The title, Elder
1. Paul and Barnabas ordained elders in their first preaching tour (Acts 

14:23)
2. The word “ordained” is from cheirotoneo which is a compound Greek 

term. “Cheir” means “hand” and “teino” means “to stretch forth.” Its 
meaning is to choose or appoint by extension of the hand.

3. Paul and Barnabas “appointed” elders in every church, but they did not 
make “older men” by appointment. An appointment puts men into office 
and “elder” is the official conferred by this appointment.

An elder is one of maturity who is appointed to oversee the church.
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The title, bishop
This word derives from the Greek, episcopos. The best English rendering of it is  
“overseer” and it means “to look upon with a view to inspection.” This is the 
term used in describing the qualifications of elders: “This is a true saying, If a 
man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good work. A bishop then must 
be blameless, the husband of one wife, vigilant, sober, of good behaviour, given
to hospitality, apt to teach...” (1 Tim. 3:1-2).

1. This word was used in the Greek Septuagint for officers appointed by 
Josiah to oversee workmen repairing the temple “And the men did the 
work faithfully: and the overseers of them were Jahath and Obadiah. (2
Chron. 34:12).

2. It was used to describe overseers of workmen who rebuilt the temple after 
the captivity. “...and their overseer was Zabdiel, the son of one of the 
great men” (Neh. 11:14) 

3. For overseers of the Levites on duty in Jerusalem. The overseer also of the 
Levites at Jerusalem was Uzzi, the son of Bani...” (Neh. 11:22)

In all these instances, the word episcopos is translated overseer and designates 
persons who had the oversight of others for the purpose of directing their    
labors and securing faithful performance of the tasks assigned to them. The 
word episcopos (bishop or overseer) as applied to elders carries with it the same 
significance in the church—persons who superintend the affairs of the church 
and direct the activities of the members to see that everything that should be 
done is done and done by the right person at the right time and in the right way 
by the authority of Jesus Christ (Col. 3:17).
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The word “Shepherd.” It is significant that Paul uses this term, along with that of
“overseer” (bishop) in his address to those designated as “elders” of the church 
at Ephesus. “Take heed to yourselves and to all the flock over the which the 
Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God which he hath 
purchased with his own blood” (Acts 20:28). The word “feed” in this text is from
the Greek verb poimaino which means “to do the work of a shepherd.” Paul 
literally told them to “shepherd the flock over the which the Holy Ghost hath 
made you overseers...” Our English word “pastor” is from the Latin term 
meaning “shepherd” and that is the word applied to the elders in Ephesians 4:11.
In Acts 20, we have all three terms applied to these men who were to conduct 
the business of the church. “And from Miletus he sent to Ephesus, and called the
elders of the church. And when they were come to him, he said unto them...”    
(Acts 20:17-18) Those to whom Paul spoke were elders and he called them 
“overseers” and “shepherds” in verse 28.

The title of “shepherd” has more significance than the other two and perhaps    
best describes the work God expects of such men. The Judean shepherd was at 
once the ruler, the guide, the protector, and the companion of his flock, 
and often slept on the ground beside his sheep at night (Luke 2:8). The true 
shepherd was courageous and often had his courage tested when wolves came to 
rend his flock. Jesus used the term “shepherd to describe His care for the 
church. “I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the 
sheep. But he that is a hireling, and not the shepherd, whose own the sheep are 
not, seeth the wolf coming, and leaveth the sheep, and fleeth; and the wolf 
catcheth them, and scattereth the sheep. The hireling fleeth because he is a 
hireling and careth not for the sheep (John 10:11-13). In David’s case, a lion and 
a bear attempted to decimate his flock, as he related to King Saul in First Samuel
17:34-36

The shepherd did not drive the sheep to water and pasture, but called his own    
sheep by name, so familiar was he with every one of them, and he led them out 
and went before them and the sheep followed him, for they knew his voice, as 
Jesus said in John 10:3-4: “To him the porter openeth and the sheep hear his 
voice: and he calleth his own sheep by name, and leadeth them out. And when 
he putteth forth his own sheep, he goeth before them, and the sheep follow him, 
for they know his voice.” This relationship is both authoritative and tender as    
expressed by David in the 23rd Psalm.
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The word “shepherd” as applied to elders of the church indicates a ruler,     
guide, protector, and companion of members of the church. Paul told the     



Ephesian elders to “shepherd” the flock and Peter commanded the same thing. 
“The elders which are among you I exhort, who am also an elder, and a 
witness of the sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory that shall be
revealed: Feed the flock of God, which is among you, taking the oversight 
thereof, not by constraint, but willingly; not for filthy lucre, but of a ready 
mind; neither as being lords over God’s heritage, but being ensamples to the 
flock. And when the chief Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of 
glory that fadeth not away” (1 Pet. 5:1-4).

In Acts 20:28-31, Paul defined the most solemn work of a shepherd of in Christ's
church. They are to watch for false teachers, as ravenous wolves who enter 
without warning. Wolves do not attack sheep with growls and howls, but 
stealthily. They come from without and enter to decimate the souls of God’s 
flock. Even from within (of your own selves) Paul said men shall arise speaking 
perverse things. The shepherd is to warn all both day and night. It is the duty of 
the eldership to

1. Protect the congregation from false teachers abroad
2. To guard against the influence of schismatics within the church, and to,
3. Keep watch without and within, like a shepherd night and day over his 

flock.

Finally, it is the church's duty to submit to the elders who are faithful, for their 
responsibility is an most solemn one. “Obey them that have the rule over you, 
and submit yourselves: for they watch for your souls, as they that must give 
account, that they may do it with joy, and not with grief: for that is 
unprofitable for you.” (Heb. 13:17).


