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 The work assigned in the New Testament to elders in a local church illuminates a number of 

profound spiritual matters. First, it highlights the infinite wisdom of God manifested in His instructions 

that there be a plurality of elders in every church and that these elders meet a high standard of scripturally 

defined moral quality to fulfill an essential role in the local church, a role that cannot be exchanged for the 

business meeting system with reasonable expectation of successful outcomes or long term stability. 

Second, the New Testament list of the duties of elders serves to increase awareness of the urgency of the 

need to appoint elders in every local church. Third, it generates more interest and desire in Christian men 

to rise to the occasion, cultivate the scriptural qualifications, and accept the work of an elder when called 

on to do so. And fourth, the duties enjoined on elders serves as one of the most clearly defined good 

works in the New Testament. Good works glorify God and reveal the man; this principle is clearly seen 

when a group of scripturally qualified men perform their Divinely ordained duties in a sound and 

harmonious manner in a local church. As the inspired apostle Paul wrote to Timothy: “If a man desires 

the position of a bishop, he desires a good work” (1 Tim. 3:1, NKJV).  

 Two of the three Biblical names for elders (elders, shepherds/pastors, overseers/bishops) speak to 

the nature of their work. Today, the most commonly used name is elders (presbuteros), which references 

the maturity of character and spirituality that qualifies and enables men to serve in the office of leadership 

in a local church. But the terms shepherds and overseers illuminate the work of elders. Pastors (poimen) 

are shepherds or caretakers who watch over the souls and guard the spiritual well-being of those given 

into their care. Overseers (episkopos) are supervisors or bishops authorized to direct the work of others in 

a local church. All of the specific works of elders listed in the New Testament tend to fall under the 

characterization of these three names. 

 Elders are older, spiritually mature, and experienced in fellowship with other Christians. 

Therefore, God has charged them with duties, not only perfectly suited for their qualities, but also 

designed to help them maintain and even increase their capacity for leadership. Elders must be guided by 

the word of God that they might be equipped to guide others by the same. “Holding fast the faithful word 

as he has been taught, that he may be able, by sound doctrine, both to exhort and convict those who 

contradict” (Tit. 1:9).  Elders must have the healthy habit of self-examination. “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” (Acts 20:28). Elders are expected to take what 

they have learned from the word of God and from self-examination and conduct their own lives, publicly 

and privately, in a way that facilitates and inspires moral lifestyles among the disciples. “Nor as being 

lords over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock” (1 Pet. 5:3).  

 Shepherds are loving, vigilant stewards tasked with the responsibility to care for the flock, a local 

assembly of souls that belong to the Lord, but who are nurtured and protected by His ordained pastors. 

Shepherds must give diligent attention to the local church; “Take heed… to all the flock” (Acts 20:28). 

Shepherds must dedicate themselves to providing sound, edifying, and encouraging spiritual nutrition by 

means of preaching, Bible classes, and fellowship. “Shepherd the flock of God which is among you…” (1 

Pet. 5:2). Shepherds must be alert for and swiftly confront error regardless of its source or form. 

“…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. Therefore watch…” (Acts 

20:29-31). Shepherds must be aware of which disciples are vulnerable or suffering and quickly render aid 

and comfort. “I have shown you in every way, by laboring like this, that you must support the weak” 

(Acts 20:35). Shepherds who support the weak must take a hands on approach, literally going to the 

bedside of the sick, praying for and attending to their needs. “Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for 

the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord” (Jas 

5:14). 

 Overseers are commanded to direct the work of the Lord performed collectively in a local 

congregation, and to guide and expedite the individual efforts of disciples in those works. Overseers must 



begin with being viewed by the flock as taking on the responsibility of oversight; leadership by benign 

neglect is unacceptable. “…Serving as overseers, not by compulsion but willingly…” (1 Pet. 5:2). 

Overseers must lead with tireless devotion and with careful attention to the quality of their leadership; 

they must rule well and avoid becoming dictatorial (1 Tim. 5:17; 1Peter 5:3). Overseers are required to 

correct or rebuke individual members, and, when necessary, the entire congregation. While not a pleasant 

task, it is an essential one (1 Thes. 5:12). Overseers must rise to the occasion when disagreement occurs 

among disciples in the local church; they must instruct disagreeing parties to come to a scriptural and 

peaceable resolution to the matter (Acts 15:6). Overseers are ordered to address and void the clamor of 

those who refuse to quietly submit to the truth. “For there are many insubordinate, both idle talkers and 

deceivers, especially those of the circumcision, whose mouths must be stopped, who subvert whole 

households, teaching things which they ought not, for the sake of dishonest gain” (Tit. 1:10-11). 

Overseers must overcome the temptation to overlook disciples’ behaviors that tend toward drift; instead, 

they must alertly observe their life patterns for the purpose of encouraging individual and universal 

growth in the local church. “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” (Heb. 13:17). Overseers must, as opportunity and resources become available, send 

out evangelists with financial to preach the Gospel, establish churches, and edify the saints in other 

places. While the overseers must not take the oversight of other congregations, they can facilitate 

fellowship in the work of the Lord by sharing their abundance with those who preach the word (Acts 

13:3, 14:26-27; Phil 4:15). 

 A critical part of the work of elders is keeping present and current with the needs of disciples in a 

local church in the twenty-first century. Older should not mean out of touch. Elders must be aware of the 

impact of social media on young and middle aged Christians, of the morally corrosive influence of 

contemporary entertainment, politics, and fad philosophy on vulnerable members of the church, and of 

recent erring developments in doctrine fomented by professed brethren, developments that have the 

potential to divide local churches and subvert souls. This work requires a great deal of time, attention, 

meditation, and prayer. If a man is too busy with material pursuits to give attention to these matters, he is 

too busy to complete his duties as an elder in an honorable fashion. If he is too preoccupied with his own 

concerns to become well acquainted with the spiritual needs of everyone in the local church from the 

smallest child to the most aged saint, he is too preoccupied to serve as a shepherd in a worthy manner. 

 It is work. If personal experience can increase understanding, then please consider my own. I 

have been preaching for nearly 38 years; I have been serving as an elder for over 11 years. It does not 

diminish the difficulty of the work of an evangelist to say that serving as an elder has been the more 

trying of the two duties. Elders will spend more nights lying awake staring at the ceiling, they will spend 

many more hours in prayer, and they will feel the burden of responsibility more heavily. However, elders 

will find themselves drawing closer to the nature of Christ, Who, with little thought of Himself, gave 

Himself to serve the needs of others.  

 Remember, Brethren, to keep repeating to yourselves as servants of the Lord: “It’s not about me.” 

It is about serving our Master and the souls placed in our care. In so doing, we fulfill the purpose for 

which we have been born into Christ and nurtured into spiritual adulthood. It is a noble work to labor in 

behalf of the Lord for the wellbeing of the souls placed under our stewardship. Work here; rest in heaven. 
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