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 "Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely" (Letter to 
Bishop Mandell Creighton by John Emerich Edward Dalberg, Lord Acton, April 5, 1887). 
 What a joy it is to work under the leadership of qualified and conscientious elders 
who humbly recognize their subjection to Jesus Christ, and who put much thought and 
care into their work. I have not always enjoyed this privilege; for 23 of the 25 years of 
preaching, I've worked with congregations that determined local church matters in 
business meetings. Here at Tomlinson Run, I've personally observed an example of the 
wisdom of God in organizing local churches with a plurality of bishops overseeing the 
work. This scriptural arrangement frees the local preacher to do only the work of an 
evangelist, so that he does not become a de facto pastor. 
 However, as I visit with congregations elsewhere from time to time, I notice that 
this scriptural pattern is not always followed. Instead, many churches are overseen by 
business meetings or by unqualified elders. While men in the business meetings and 
unqualified elders may be well intentioned and have the best interests of the local 
church at heart, the fact that they are unqualified makes them especially vulnerable to 
the temptations of power and its corrupting effects.  
 God wills that local churches be overseen by plurality of qualified elders. Paul 
wrote to Titus: "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" (Titus 1:5). When 
Paul and Barnabas returned to the cities where they had established local 
congregations on earlier journeys, they "appointed elders in every church" (Acts 14:23).  
 The work of elders is both vital and intricate. Elders are responsible for the 
spiritual nourishment of all Christians in the local church (Acts 20:28; 1Peter 5:2). They 
must be vigilant for souls that might show the beginning signs of drift and weakness, 
and be prepared to exercise discipline if the erring do not repent (Heb. 13:7,17; Titus 
1:9). They must set examples of morality and dedication that inspire other Christians to 
follow them (Phil. 3:17; 1Peter 5:3). It takes special men, qualified men, to accomplish 
these things in a manner that will not hurt the local church. Unqualified men in business 
meetings and unqualified elders cannot do these works long term, nor can they do 
these works with the skill needed to minimize the risk of damage, regardless of how well 
intentioned they may be. 
 Leadership and the power that elders hold as stewards has the potential to 
corrupt men who are themselves susceptible to temptation. God knew that when He 
organized local churches under qualified elders. He wanted the shepherds of local 
flocks to be men who have developed to the point where they are less likely to succumb 
to the temptations of power than men who have not measured up to the qualifications of 
bishops.  
 A myriad of excuses have been given for keeping the business meeting system 
instead of ordaining an eldership, or for appointing unqualified men in the absence of 
qualified men. No excuse will ever justify the unscriptural ordainment of unqualified 
men. As for churches that hold business meetings for years in lieu of elders: a few years 
of business meetings while men are developing the qualifications is to be expected. 



Many years of business meetings is an indicator of serious neglect in the local work. 
Either the men are lazy, fearful, immoral, or doing nothing toward meeting the 
qualifications; or, the congregation is unwilling to follow the leadership of the qualified 
men among them. Whatever the excuse, long term use of business meetings is a 
violation of a command of God for local churches. How can disciples from such 
congregations effectively teach institutional brethren about the scriptural work of the 
church when they themselves are unscripturally organized? H. E. Phillips wrote: "There 
is not a single argument against the appointment of qualified elders in every church that 
will stand the test of God's word" (Scriptural Elders and Deacons, GOT Foundation Pub: 
1959, p 30).  
 All that I have seen over the years has taught me why the Lord chose qualified 
elders instead of men's business meetings to direct affairs in local churches. Leadership 
is too powerful of a temptation for unqualified men to handle. Consider the fruit of 
putting unqualified men in elderships or have having business meetings in perpetuity. 
 A two hour business meeting to decide the color of paint for two classrooms, how 
much to pay the janitor, and whether or not an unrepentant, unfaithful member with 
three DUI's should be withdrawn from?! These are men who believe they can do as well 
as qualified elders. 
 Elders who refuse to be entreated as fathers, but rather rule as lords over the 
flock and are feared by the members. Elders who threaten one another in elders' 
meetings to take their faction and start another church across town. 
 Business meetings where faction leaders call all of their friends in advance to 
make certain they will vote the right way. These are men who are not qualified to be 
elders and refuse to allow anyone else to be appointed as elders in that church, 
because they might lose their "say" in what goes on (Judges 17:6). 
 Elders who will not visit and rebuke adulterous members, and who refuse to 
practice local church discipline toward the unfaithful. 
 Business meetings attended by teenage boys and unfaithful men who sit and 
decide who will hold gospel meetings, who will be hired to preach, what will be studied 
in the Bible classes, and whether to discipline other unfaithful members. 
 Elders who avoid controversy at the expense of truth, who choose to 
compromise with error in order to maintain peace, and who yield to the outspoken 
demands of the weak at the expense of the growth of the church. 
 Business meetings that are controlled for many years by one man who is 
determined to remain the big duck in a little pond. He only allows people near him that 
he can manipulate or that agree with him (3John 9-11).  
 Business meetings and elders who would rather fire an evangelist who 
courageously preached the truth, rather than accept responsibility to clean up the mess 
generated by their own neglect. 
 Each of these varied and unpleasant scenes has one element in common with all 
of the others: each involves unqualified men who are unable to handle the corrupting 
effects of power. The Lord does not want unqualified men to be given the responsibility 
of shep- herding the flock, whether it be by business meeting or by unqualified elders. 
 How does power corrupt unqualified men? The temptations of power come with a 
three pronged attack: fear, pride, and greed.  



 Fear. Unqualified men know they are not up to the task of leadership, and they 
are afraid of this being discovered. They compromise with error because they are not 
skilled enough in the word to answer it. They are afraid of controversy and postpone 
necessary decisions in order to keep peace (Titus 1:9-14). Fear is sin. 
 Pride. Unqualified men are easily swelled up with hubris. They let the position of 
leadership go to their heads, and instead of being appointed to serve, they think they 
are anointed to rule. The apostle Paul wrote of the qualifications of elders: "not a novice, 
lest being puffed up with pride he fall into the same condemnation as the devil" (1Tim. 
3:6). Pride is sin. 
 Greed. Power and control are like silver and gold: the more one has, the more he 
wants, and the more determined he is to keep it from others. How else does one explain 
why some elder- ships refuse to allow local churches to ordain other qualified men as 
elders? What is the motive behind men in a business meeting who refuse to ordain 
qualified elders, other than the fact that the unqualified men would lose the power they 
are hungry to keep and wield? Greed is sin. 
 The New Testament solution to these problems is for local churches to ordain 
qualified elders. According to Bible examples, this process does not take many years. 
There exists no scriptural reason why churches today cannot do it the same way it was 
done in the apostles' day. One cannot help but think that if a church goes many years 
without elders that there is error or sin involved at some level. It is time to stop making 
excuses and do things God's way. 
 Furthermore, if local churches have unqualified men appointed as elders, ask 
them to resign until they measure up to God's standards. A malignant leadership is just 
as dangerous as no leadership at all. Do not fear to stand up to a Diotrephes and 
admonish him to repent of his sin or neglect.  
 It takes courage and dedication to do this. Christians must recognize the Lord's 
will for organization in the local church. They must develop men to fulfill these roles. 
They must appoint these men to the task. They must ask unqualified men to step aside. 
Then, they must submit to the guidance of qualified elders. The Lord will have it no 
other way. 
 


