New Testament Church Government 
Questions and Answers
How well does the North American Church model the New Testament form of church government?
Not very well. The vast majority of North American churches operate under either a democratic or autocratic governance model.  The former has the propensity to tie the hands of the God-appointed shepherds who have the call to lead the sheep and seek God for the direction of the church.  The latter allows for freedom of godly leadership to move the church forward but is weak in terms of holding leaders accountable and protecting the sheep from being wounded by any abuse or in the wake of moral failure of those leaders.  Any form of church government can work if people’s hearts are right and submitted to the Lord, but because we are susceptible to spiritual blinders and moral weakness, we need the form of government which best allows Jesus to function as the head of his body and prevents the enemy any inroads into the church.
What are some reasons churches should consider changing their form of church government from democratic or autocratic to a New Testament model?
1) Because it’s biblical.  While the New Testament does not give detailed organizational charts, the pattern of rule by a plurality of shepherds (also known as overseers or elders) is clear and consistent in the early church.
2) Because we all want Jesus to be the head of His church.  It is a logical assumption that New Testament pattern of a plurality of shepherds directing the affairs of the church is the most effective way to allow that to happen.
3) What was normative for the New Testament church and not tied to culture should be the model for all churches.  If we don’t take a biblical model, what do we take–a business or cultural one?  If we aspire to the same love, purity and power of the New Testament church it makes sense that we pattern our government structure like the early church.
Our present system is working just fine.  Why would we change?

Godly pastors who have a heart to serve are regularly given grace by God to lead their churches into strength and health and effectiveness in the kingdom, but there are some inherent flaws that generally are present in any democratic or autocratic form of church government.  God in his grace has worked through various forms of church government throughout history.  God has a perfect will and a permitted will (i.e. Israel having a King and Moses allowing divorce).  Even though God has permitted democratic and autocratic rule in his church, he is restoring to the church many elements of church life that were lost over the years.  There are certain casualties to both sheep and shepherd that these forms of government foster.  These casualties have been apparent for years and those in the pulpit and the pews are asking for a more biblical model as to how to do church.  It is my contention and experience that at least ninety percent of all church problems would be prevented by switch to a more biblical model.
What are the main differences between the democratic, autocratic and New Testament forms of local church government?

Here are some differences between democratic (D), autocratic (A) and New Testament (NT) government:
D: Jesus is seen as the Head of the church. His will for the church is discerned by the congregational leaders subject to democratic process.
A: Jesus is seen as the Head of the church.  His will for the church is discerned by one spiritual leader with perhaps some input from their spouse or other close associates.

NT: Jesus is seen as the Head of the church.  His will for the church is discerned by a plurality of appointed spiritual leaders.
Democracy is highly esteemed in our culture but was never God’s pattern for his people.   Israel and the church were meant to be theocracies where God would rule through his spokespersons. Any examples of voting are conspicuously absent from the witness of the Bible.  

While we can see examples in the Old Testament of a single leader called to lead the people of God, Jesus established a different pattern for his church.  There is no example in the New Testament of a single leader given the sole responsibility to direct the affairs of the church.
D: Congregation has final say on direction of the church.
A & NT: Congregation is consulted on direction of the church.
         
Acts Chapters 6 and 15 are examples of how the leaders called together the entire church for input and information.  Final decisions were made after these meetings, but not by congregational vote.  Congregational voting asks the least mature people in the church to make decisions on the most important issues.

The autocratic model would probably put less emphasis on congregational input that the NT model would.  An eldership would typically be more in touch with the tenor of what is happening in the church than one Senior Pastor would be.  An autocratic Senior Pastor would most likely have confidants and advisers to help him or her along—but sometimes not.
D: Tends to hire a pastor from outside the church whom few, if any, know very well.
A: Tends to be an entrepreneurial model where an anointed leader builds the church and then hands it off to a successor when it is time.
NT: Perpetually appoints pastors from within the church who most everyone knows.

The average tenure of a pastor in a congregational run church is 3-5 years.  There are many reasons (i.e. bad match, power struggles, unqualified pastor), most of which would not be a problem if the way pastors were chosen was more in line with the New Testament pattern. When the pastor functions as an employee of the church it skews both the pastor’s and the people’s views of the proper role of the pastor and sets a faulty foundation for their relationship.

The autocratic model allows for rapid church growth under an anointed leader whose shoes are usually difficult to fill.
D & A: Takes years for the pastor to gain the trust of the people.
NT: People already trust new overseers and deacons.  That’s why they were appointed.
         People in positions of authority need a good standing and the trust of the people to effectively carry out their duties.
D & A: Success and growth of the church depends mostly on the performance of one person, the Senior Pastor.
NT: Success and growth of the church depends on the proper functioning of a plurality of New Testament offices.
         
Ironically, congregational rule can allow for one of two extremes.  It can tie the hands of godly spiritual leaders by requiring them to play politics with carnally minded people.  On the other hand, a charismatic pastor with natural gifting could gain such a strong democratic endorsement that he or she need not be accountable to any godly advice or correction.  When there is a plurality of true shepherds in the local church, they keep watch, not only over the flock of God, but over themselves (see Acts 20:28)  
D: People tend to see the Pastor as the one hired to do the work of ministry.
A: The pastor tends to view the people as a means to fulfill his vision.
NT: Shepherds work to ensure that the people are equipped for ministry according to Ephesians 4:11.
         
When pastors are hired and seen as employees of the church there can be an expectation that the pastor is the one who ministers, resulting in a “clergy-laity” separation.  

While the people in the democratic model often say to the pastor “You do it because you are paid to do it,” the people in the autocratic model might say to the pastor, “You do it because you are eminently more qualified than I am to do it.”  There sometimes becomes a “superstar” expectation in the autocratic church model.
D: Pastors and church boards often are expected to do deacon work.
A & NT: Overseers appoint deacons who love to serve. 
         
It is God’s pleasure to place in the body of Christ people with various giftings and callings.  When the pastors do the work of the deacons, not only are they neglecting their calling they are preventing others in the church from fulfilling their God-given call.

A subtle difference in the appointment of deacons in an autocratic model may be that the appointments may be made with a bit more emphasis on fulfilling the vision of the church than the deacons coming into a fulfilling ministry.
D: Ruling boards are often made up of members who do not meet New Testament requirements for true elders.
A: Elders are non-existent or have no real authority to direct the affairs of the church (1 Timothy 5:17).  Being in line with the Pastor's vision is usually a higher consideration for appointment than meeting biblical qualifications.
NT: Overseers must meet character requirements to ensure proper oversight of the flock of God.
         Many times the character qualifications for overseers are replaced by considerations of expediency, popularity or worldly success. The biblical qualifications for elders don’t have to be considered in many of our churches because the leadership position does not require a true shepherd.
What then is the New Testament pattern for church government?
It’s actually quite simple.  Jesus Christ is the head of the church and he conveys the responsibility and the authority to direct the affairs of his church to those he calls to do so.  These are the overseers also known as elders, also known as shepherds or pastors. The overseers then appoint deacons to oversee the many practical ministries that serve the needs of the church.  So there are two offices of authority in the local church: Overseers and deacons.
What about the five-fold ministry offices Ephesians 4?
“Overseers and deacons” are the governmental offices of the local church.  The five-fold ministry offices of apostle, prophet, evangelist, shepherd and teacher are the ministry offices given as gifts by Jesus to equip the church for ministry.  On the local level the elders are the authority.  Apostles were, and still are, commissioned by God to establish the kingdom, strengthen the church in various places and to be a voice of authority among a plurality of churches.  When the apostles were established in a local church setting, like Paul and Barnabas at Antioch, they were part of the eldership of that church.  Remember that Peter referred to himself as a “fellow elder” (1 Peter 5:1).
What is the difference between “elder”, “overseer” and “pastor”?
Steve Atkinson, Bible professor at Mid-America Baptist Seminary says, “As to the difference between an elder, overseer (‘bishop’ in the KJV), and pastor (shepherd), an examination of Acts 20:17, 28-30, Titus 1:5-7 and 1 Peter 5:1-3 will show the synonymous usage of the words.  All three refer to the same office.  Any modern distinction between them is purely artificial and without Scriptural warrant.”
What happens to what we know as the traditional role of pastor if there is a change to the New Testament pattern?
In the New Testament the overseers are the pastors.  The Greek word for Pastor is poimen which literally means “shepherd."  There is no instance in the New Testament of a person being referred to as the pastor of a church.  There was always a plurality of pastors.  The plurality of elders are ultimately responsible for the welfare of the sheep and are responsible for ensuring that the church gets equipped by the five-fold ministry.  If all of the five-fold ministry gifts are not present in the house, there is no reason why the elders should not bring in others from the body of Christ to come to minister and equip. So, in a change to New Testament government, the pastor becomes one of the pastors and together they direct the affairs of the church (1 Timothy 5:17).  
The biggest change and challenge for most churches who want to switch to this New Testament model is to identify and appoint qualified, willing and available persons to join the current pastor(s) to form the collective authority of the biblical eldership of the church.  In many of our larger churches, those who are on “pastoral staff” (i.e., “Youth Pastors,” “Administration Pastors”) may or may not be included as part of the eldership–depending only on whether or not they have a true calling as shepherds in the body.
Why are there different New Testament terms used when referring to the leaders of the church?
There are three main Greek terms used in the New Testament, each having two main English translations.  They are:

1) Presbuteros: Elder, Presbyter

2) Episkipos: Overseer, Bishop

3) Poimen: Shepherd, Pastor
Again, an examination of Acts 20:17, 28-30, Titus 1:5-7 and 1 Peter 5:1-3 will show the synonymous usage of the words.  Each, however, describes a distinct and important function that the office of pastor carries.
As far as what is the best English term to use in our churches, there are pros and cons to each because of common usage, understanding, misunderstanding and connotation.  What these terms convey and how they are understood by the church and society is important.  The most common and probably most appropriate term to use to identify each person individually is “pastor,” while “eldership” may be the most useful term to describe the collective group.
Won’t eldership rule put too much power in the hands of a few?
Actually, if the overseers are chosen according to biblical standards, each with a calling to pastor the church, they will be in the best position to guard the flock from abuse by any leader who is self-serving and would abuse the position of authority.
Is there a process for confronting an elder in the case of wrongdoing?
Yes.  According to 1 Timothy 5:19-21, two or more witnesses can bring an accusation against an elder that is to be considered by the other pastors.  In order to keep the trust of the people the accusation must be taken seriously and if found to be true, disciplinary action would be taken.  Elders who sin are actually to be rebuked publicly to keep the trust of the people and to remind the other elders of the sacredness of their trust.  These things Paul says are to be done without favoritism or partiality.
The most important element in the proper functioning of New Testament church government is the ability of the sheep to trust the shepherds.  This trust must be guarded diligently.
Who should be chosen as an overseer of the church?
An overseer
1) Must have a call to pastoral ministry (Acts 20:28).
2) Should have a desire for this ministry, being eager to serve (1 Tim. 3:1, 1 Pet. 5:2).
3) Is already a recognized and proven leader (Acts 1:23, 15:22, 16:2).
4) Meets certain character qualifications, namely:
-
blameless

     
-faithful to spouse
-believing and obedient children
-
not greedy

  
-temperate

-self-controlled
-
respectable


-hospitable

-able to teach
-
not given to drinking

-not violent

-gentle
-
not a recent convert       
-not self-pleasing        -good reputation with outsiders
-
not quick-tempered

-lover of good

-righteous
-
holy



-disciplined
(List taken from 1 Timothy 3, Titus 1 & 1 Peter 5)
What do overseers do?
1) Keep Watch: Acts 20:28-29, 1 Peter 5:2-3, Hebrews 13:17.
2) Serve as Examples: 1 Peter 5:3, 1 Corinthians 11:1, Hebrews 13:7.
3) Steward the Work of God: Titus 1:7, Ephesians 4:11-12, 1 Timothy 4:14
4) Direct the Affairs of the Church: 1 Timothy 5:17, 1 Timothy, 5:3-4.
5) Guard Sound Doctrine: Acts 20:30-31, Titus 1:9.
6) Pray for the Sick: James 5:14.
What is a deacon and what do they do?
Deacon means “one who serves” or “one who has a ministry.”  Whenever you find the terms “serve,” “servant,” “minister” or “ministry” in the New Testament it is likely that a form of the Greek word “diakonia” is at the root.  The word having been transliterated into English from the Greek as “Deacon” can also be translated, and is in some English versions of the Bible, as “minister.”  This would render Philippians 1:1 as “...to the saints together with the Overseers and Ministers.”  The following are some examples of how the word “diakonia” is used in the New Testament:

Matthew 4:11 Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him. 
Mark 10:42 Jesus called them together and said, "You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them.  Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." 
Luke 4:39 So he bent over her and rebuked the fever, and it left her. She got up at once and began to wait on them. 
Ephesians 4:11-12 It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service...
Colossians 4:17  Tell Archippus: "See to it that you complete the work you have received in the Lord." 
A Deacon is one who has been given a ministry or a responsibility to head up a ministry.  The key scripture that describes the function of a deacon is Acts 6:3.  The twelve, looking for ones to take on the ministry of food distribution, said, “We will turn this responsibility over to them.”  A deacon is one whom has been entrusted to oversee a particular ministry.  This is their function and sphere of authority—no more and no less.
All authority is delegated authority.  In the local church the authority resides with the elders.  The deacons receive their authority to oversee their ministries from the elders and are accountable and submitted to them.
Anyone who heads up a ministry is considered to be a deacon. Without the assignment of a functional ministry with a specific purpose there is no office of a deacon.  A deacon, to be a deacon, must have a specific ministry.  Deacons don’t necessarily do all the work of the ministry.  They oversee it and appoint, as necessary, those to carry it out.  The seven deacons in Acts 7 probably did not do all the actual distribution of food.
Who should be chosen as a deacon?
The seven men chosen in Acts 6 to oversee the daily food distribution to those in need in the church are generally recognized as the first deacons in the church.  They were known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom.  In addition, Paul tells Timothy that deacons are to be: 

-worthy of respect
-not indulging in much wine

-faithful to spouse
-good managers of their children and household.

-sincere

-keepers of the deep truths of God with a clear conscience.
How are overseers and deacons to be appointed?
There was a succession of appointments in the New Testament.  Jesus chose the Apostles who in turn appointed the elders who along with the Apostles appointed the deacons.  The choosing of the elders and deacons was actually discerning who had already been called out by the Lord for those ministries.  Paul and Barnabas didn’t appoint elders until their second time through to visit the churches they had established (see Acts 14:23).  The implication is that at least some time was needed to see who would prove themselves worthy of the appointments.  We don’t know how those churches appointed new overseers in the course of time but the best conclusion is that the elders themselves were responsible for perpetuating this group called to care for the people of God.  In the case where there is no existing plurality of elders, an initial system of appointment would have to be devised.
Should there be someone designated as lead pastor or elder?
A good case can be made that in the New Testament churches lead elders emerged as spokespersons for the leadership in times of decision.  Simon Peter is listed first in each of the four listings of the original 12 Apostles (in Matthew he is designated as “first” among the apostles).  His leadership among the apostles in the church in Jerusalem is apparent in Acts 1:15ff, 2:14, 4:8 & 5:3ff.  But by the time of the council of Jerusalem in Acts 15 it is James, the brother of Jesus, who is recognized as the lead man and makes the judgment about what to do in the controversy surrounding the Gentiles being made to obey the law.  Acts 12:17, 21:10 and Galatians 2:12 support the notion that James had become the lead man.  You also get the feel that when Paul wrote to Timothy he was writing to him as the lead elder at the church he was serving, supposedly Ephesus.
Do overseers and deacons serve terms?
To ask if an overseer serves a term of office is like asking if a pastor serves a term.  Someone who has a calling as a pastor should be serving as such, knowing there may be seasons of their lives that they may not be able to do so for personal reasons.  Because of the nature of what deacons do it is feasible that they could serve terms. 
Should there be an elder council and a deacon council?
The New Testament shows evidence of a designated group of elders that would naturally have a formal association with regular consultation.  Evidence concerning the deacons is less detailed.  They were obviously accountable to the eldership of the church and there is no evidence that they had their own association in the form of a board or council.  If a deacon council were to be formed, it would be purely for the basis of organizing and facilitating ministry.  Church structures must not promote competitive agendas between groups.  Human nature tends to vie for power if given the opportunity.  Division of authority would foster divisiveness in the church.  The deacons in Acts 7 were given authority in their sphere of delegated responsibility.  They were still submitted to the apostles’ overall authority.
Do the deacons carry any authority in the church?
Yes.  They receive authority and responsibility to carry out the ministries assigned to them which are so vital to the well being of the church. 
What happens if the elders can’t reach consensus on an issue?
Differences of opinion even among the Apostles was evident in the New Testament and it would be naive to think that the overseers would see eye to eye on every issue.  Some have taught that total unanimity is necessary among elders before action can be taken.  Obviously a lot of discussion and prayer would take place where consensus was not being reached and caution would be in order to override a shepherd who had a check in their spirit.  A general consensus would definitely be needed to make a final decision and it would not be appropriate for the lead elder to try and go where a general consensus is not being achieved.  Complete unanimity is not required to move ahead if there is a general consensus (See Acts 15).
What about church business meetings?
Acts 6 and Acts 15 were definitely business meetings of the church.  There wasn’t any voting but there was certainly a lot of discussing and the making of proposals.  The Apostles called and conducted those meetings.
Should there be a set number of overseers?
No.  The number of overseers is dependent on the number of qualified, willing and available shepherds.  The effectiveness of the eldership in decision-making can be compromised by a group that is either too small or too large.
Who sets and approves the church budget?
If you want to know who has the authority find out who makes the decisions about money.  Whoever controls the purse strings controls the organization.  In the Jerusalem church the money was laid at the apostles’ feet and they decided what to do with it.  The elders are to direct the affairs the church (1 Timothy 5:17).  The affairs of the church obviously included the money that is given to the church.  This doesn’t mean that the overseers have to handle the money and tweak every budget request for ministry.  It does mean that the overseers need to take the reins of fiscal responsibility and keep tabs on giving and spending with the help of qualified deacons.
Are the overseers and deacons to be paid for their work?
We know that there were women who supported the ministry of Jesus and his apostles out of their own means (Luke 8:23).  Jesus sent the twelve and the seventy-two out to do full-time ministry trusting the Lord and those they ministered to provide for their needs.  The apostles in the Jerusalem church no doubt ministered full time being supported by the gifts of the people in an atmosphere where no one claimed any of his possessions was his own but they shared everything they had (Acts 4:32).  The apostle Paul pointed out that the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should make their living from the gospel (1 Corinthians. 9:14), but he often worked with his own hands to support himself to set an example to the believers.
In regard to the elders of the church Paul wrote, For the Scripture says, ‘Do not muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain and, The worker deserves his wages (1 Tim. 5:18).  It is advantageous to the church to support the pastors so that they can devote themselves fully to the work of ministry.  When the church is not in a position to do that, decisions have to be made in the church, among the elders and by the individual elders as to how those who desire and are called to serve full-time can do it.  There may be cases where it would be advantages to the ministry of the church for deacons to be supported financially for their ministry to the church—even at the expense of paying the pastors.
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