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CHURCH SERIES – ELDERS 

“What is an Elder? (1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9) 

One of the most beautiful scenes in the Bible is the final farewell between the Apostle Paul and 
the elders of the Church in Ephesus in Acts 20:17-38. Paul pastored the church in Ephesus for at 
least two years alongside these men with great blessing as, “all they which dwelt in Asia heard the word 
of the Lord Jesus, both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 19:10). The loving bond was very powerful between 
Paul and these elders. They picture what a local congregation leadership should aspire to be.   

John Calvin had 12 ruling elders in Geneva, who were laymen. These men represented 
the twelve parishes of the city. They would meet weekly in a body known as a consistory along 
with the ordained pastors of Geneva. They were entrusted with the “peace, unity, and purity of 
the church.” These 12 laymen were called “ruling elders” to distinguish them from the pastors 
who were the “teaching and ruling elders.”  

The office of a ruling elder is one that is vital to the spiritual wellbeing of a church. These 
men set a spiritual tone by their word and deed that has a great influence on the members of the 
church as “ensamples to the flock” (1 Peter 5:3b). When the elders are carnal, the people often 
become carnal also, “And there shall be, like people, like priest” (Hosea 4:9). However, when the 
elders are spiritual, the congregation will likely be a spiritual body.  
 

SCRIPTURAL BASIS FOR RULING ELDERS 
 
The work of the ministry is not just to preach, teach, administer the sacraments, marry, and bury 
the dead. It also involves shepherding the flock to preserve the purity of the church witness. Paul 
exhorted the elders at Ephesus (which would have included the pastors), “Take heed therefore unto 
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 Greek word translated “overseers” here is 
episkopous which means literally to look intensely over the flock as an inspector or a guardian. 
This word episkopous refers more to the function of the office of an elder.  
 The Greek word that is generally translated “elder” in the NT is presbuteros, which carries 
the idea of “aged” or “one mature in judgment.” This word deals with more the type of character 
of an elder. No actual age is prescribed for what an elder should be, but simply that he must be 
spiritually mature. We know that God called John the Baptist to public ministry around 30 years 
of age and Timothy was a relatively youthful teaching elder (1 Tim. 4:12). Indeed, CH Spurgeon 
was only 19 when God called him to pastor the Metropolitan Tabernacle. Spiritual maturity is 
not necessarily linked to how many grey hairs you have!  

The Bible makes clear that not all elders have the same function in every area of the 
ministry. There are those that rule only (known as ruling elders) and those that teach and rule 
(known as teaching elders or ministers). That is why you commonly find in Presbyterian 
churches the spiritual leadership called a Board of Elders. This distinction within the office in 
terms of function is clearly set forth in NT, “Let the elders that rule well be counted worthy of double 
honour, especially they who labour in the word and doctrine” (1 Tim. 5:17). Paul distinguishes between 
elders who rule only and those who rule and preach God’s word. There is obviously a class of 
elders that did not primarily labour in preaching and teaching. John Owen comments on this 
verse, 
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A rational man, who is unprejudiced, who never heard of the controversy about Ruling 
Elders, can hardly avoid an apprehension that there are two sorts of Elders, some who 
labour in the word and doctrine, and some who do not so do. The truth is, it was interest 
and prejudice which first caused some learned men to strain their wits to find out 
evasions from the evidence of this testimony. 
 
All elders, both ruling and teaching, are equal as to their rights and powers in all church 

courts. The elders have the duty to take “the oversight” of the flock (1 Peter 5:2) and to “rule well” 
(1 Timothy 5:17), as these men “watch for your souls, as they that must give account”  (Heb. 13:17). Paul 
reveals that God has ordained various spiritual offices and gifts in the church, 

 
And God hath set some in the church, first apostles, secondarily prophets, thirdly 
teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, governments, diversities 
of tongues. (1 Cor. 12:28) 

 
Elders are the spiritual gift of “governments” in the church. Members are exhorted to “obey them” 
and “submit” to them (Heb. 13:17). They are to: determine church doctrine and practice (Acts 
15:22); ordain others (1 Tim. 4:14); rule (1 Tim. 5:17); exhort and refute error (Titus 1:9); set an 
example for all (1 Peter 5:1-3); and pray for the sick (James 5:14). The Free Presbyterian Book of 
Church Order (2006) summarises their duties, 
 

To the elders, both teaching and ruling (collectively called the session), belongs the 
spiritual oversight of the church. They are called to keep diligent watch, both severally 
and jointly, over the flock committed to their care so that no corruption of doctrine or 
morals be suffered to infect it. They must exercise government and discipline and take 
the oversight of the spiritual interests not only of the local church but of the church 
generally when called upon to do so. Elders should instruct and comfort God’s people, 
nourish the children and youth under their care, visit the sick and the aged, and 
evangelize the lost and seek to make disciples. They should set an example to the flock 
entrusted to their care, discharging all the duties that are common to all Christians as well 
as those relative to their office.  

 
From the earliest days of the NT church we read of the oversight of elders, which was 

recognised. The church at Antioch sent money for the poor to be handled by the elders in 
Jerusalem, “Then the disciples, every man according to his ability, determined to send relief unto the brethren 
which dwelt in Judaea: Which also they did, and sent it to the elders by the hands of Barnabas and Saul.” (Acts 
11:29-30) Almost every reference to a church in a location refers to the presence of elders. For 
instance, Peter write to the saints in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, which all 
clearly had elders, “The elders which are among you I exhort” (1 Peter 5:1). There is no example of one 
elder or one pastor ruling alone in any NT reference to a congregation but always to a plurality 
of elders in the ruling leadership (cf. Acts 11:30; 14:23; 15:2, 6, 22; 16:4; 20:17, 28; 21:18; Philp. 
1:1; Titus 1:5; James 5:14; 1 Peter 5:1).  

Ruling elders are not called by man but by God, “over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you 
overseers” (Acts 20:28). They are elected as the representatives of the people in recognition of their 
calling but their calling and gifting is from the Lord. Ultimately they must give an account to 
God for their actions (cf. 1 Tim. 5:21; Heb. 13:17). That is why Paul warned them to first “Take 
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heed therefore unto yourselves” (Acts 20:28a). James also warns, “My brethren, be not many masters, 
knowing that we shall receive the greater condemnation.” (James 3:1) Hence they are not to be man 
pleasers but God pleasers! 
 

QUALIFICATIONS OF A RULING ELDER 
 
Two critical passages in the NT that give a broad oversight as to the qualifications of an elder are 
1 Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 1:5-9. It is worth noting that most of these attributes are in other parts 
of the Bible prescribed for every Christian. Elders must set the example that others should 
follow. It is also worth noting that the true pattern of effective church leadership rests on 
Scripture alone and not on extra-biblical models like the corporate world. 1 Timothy 3:1-7 
especially reveals certain prerequisites for eldership:  
 
(1) INWARD CALL – Every elder should know the inward working of the Spirit of God calling 
him to that office. He must recognise this call in his heart. Paul states that, “This is a true saying, if 
a man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good work” (1 Tim. 3:1). This is not talking about 
personal ambition in a worldly sense but the consciousness of a work for God and the desire to 
do it for His glory. An elder must be chosen from those who love the sheep rather than from 
those who may love the sheep if they are elected.  
 
(2) MAN – Every reference to an elder in the NT Church is to men. Indeed, women are 
explicitly forbidden to spiritually rule over a man (cf. 1 Tim. 2:11-15). This is rooted in the order 
of creation. The requirement that an elder be “the husband of one wife” (1 Tim. 3:2) only further 
demonstrates that fact.  
 
(3) BLAMELESS – This word has the idea of being beyond public reproach for sin. It 
summarises all the other qualifications that follow. Paul is not demanding perfection but a 
consistency of testimony in the public and private life of an elder. He doesn’t live one way at 
church and another way at home or the work place. A man that is an adulterer or a bankrupt 
could not be considered for such an office. This is a high standard indeed! Interestingly this 
qualification heads the list in both Timothy and Titus. Sad to say there are many Bible-quoting 
adulterers and pious rascals who occupy places in Boards of Elders in supposed Bible-believing 
churches.  
 
(4) HUSBAND OF ONE WIFE – An elder must be a faithful husband, “the husband of one wife” 
(1 Tim. 3:2). The literal Greek expression here is “one woman man.” This means that he must 
not be a flirt, adulterer, addicted to pornography, divorcee etc. He must have a track record of 
purity in his life. An elder should not be quietly removed for moral sins in his marriage and then 
quietly “restored” to office in another church. It is scandalous that often in Asia politicians are 
removed from political office and senior business leaders for sexual immorality but in some 
churches it is not considered an act worthy of permanent disbarment. It is the ultimate tragedy 
when the secular world has more moral values than those who proclaim to be the “church of the 
living God, the pillar and ground of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). Such a fact shames every Christian. 
 
(5) VIGILANT – This word has the idea of temperate or able to make sound judgments. An 
elder must be alert to ensure that the flesh does not dominate his life or the lives of others.  
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(6) SOBER – This word means, “to be of sound mind.” An elder must have a sound mind that 
is prudent, balanced, and controlled. If the Spirit controls the mind, then the actions of the elder 
will be controlled.  
 
(7) OF GOOD BEHAVIOUR – The Greek word is kosmion, which has the idea of modest or 
well ordered. An elder holds a noble and spiritual office and must act accordingly. The manner in 
which he dresses, talks, and acts are of critical importance. He must not slander or be a gossip. 
As a leader, he must serve unconditionally like the great servant, Christ. For instance, he must 
not declare he will “boycott” God’s house because he perceives someone has offended him by 
not giving him a position or the respect he craves. 
 
(8) HOSPITABLE – This expression in the original has the literal idea of “a lover of strangers.” 
Believers must always be willing to extend a welcome to strangers (cf. Rom. 12:13). Elders in 
particular should lead the way in this by being warm hearted and generous.  
 
(9) APT TO TEACH – All elders should possess a knowledge of God’s Word and have the 
ability to communicate it. This does not mean that the ruling elders have the specific gift of 
preaching and teaching that is reserved for pastors as clearly distinguished in 1 Timothy 5:17. 
The expression “apt to teach” does not mean that an elder is suited to regular public preaching. 
Indeed, if he has that gift then he should be considered to be ordained to the pastoral ministry as 
a teaching elder. However, every elder must be able to refute error  (Titus 1:9) and build up the 
saints of God by the Word of God. He must not just be a “nice guy” as there are times he will 
have to stand up to sin and sinners. His duties will inevitably involve contending for the faith.  
 
(10) NOT GIVEN TO WINE – This expression means literally “not lingering beside wine.” 
An elder should practice total abstinence. The implication of Paul’s recommendation to Timothy 
in 1 Timothy 5:23 is that Timothy was practising total abstinence. The elder that never touches 
wine will never have a problem with it!  
 
(11) NOT A STRIKER – This means that he must be in control of his temper. He uses neither 
hand nor tongue to strike others. An elder must never use anger to intimidate or control others 
to get his own way. By contrast he must always seek whenever possible to be a peacemaker.  
 
(12) NOT GREEDY OF FILTHY LUCRE – Like the deacons, the elder must not be a man 
consumed with material gain. By contrast he must be a giver and lead by example in his 
generosity. He may be prudent with his wealth but he must not be miserly. A mean elder will do 
great harm to the work of God, as he will likely be mean with the funds of God’s work or even 
be tempted to embezzle from them.  
 
(13) PATIENT – An elder must have a gracious, forbearing temperament. He will have to deal 
with difficult people and he must ensure that he does not provoke them by his own actions. An 
elder understands that meekness is not weakness but the Spirit of Christ. It is not enough to have 
a grasp of sound doctrine intellectually but he must exhibit the spirit of doctrine in how he 
handles the knowledge. 
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(14) NOT A BRAWLER – A compromising, passive elder is a spiritual danger as a shepherd. 
An elder must be able to defend the faith and defend the sheep but this must also be balanced 
with submission to others and being able to speak the truth in love. This means that he must 
contend for the faith but not be contentious. There are men who have a propensity to taking 
rigid positions when none are required and are widely regarded as being argumentative, 
quarrelsome, and having a short fuse. They enjoy picking a fight over trivial things to prove 
themselves superior over others. Such men should not be elders. 
 
(15) NOT COVETOUS – One of the easiest sins to fall into is the sin of covetousness. If an 
elder becomes covetous it will have a terrible effect on his judgment and actions in the church.  
 
(16) CONTROL OF HIS HOUSEHOLD – An elder must be able to shepherd the sheep in 
his own home. If he cannot do that, then there is little point in him trying to take care of a larger 
group of sheep in the church. The failure in the former simply evidences that he will ultimately 
fail in the latter, “For if a man know not how to rule his own house, how shall he take care of the church of 
God?” (1 Tim. 3:5) If his wife or children are troublesome then no matter how fruitful he is in 
other areas of service, he cannot be an elder.  
 
(17) NOT A NOVICE – This just simply means that he must not be a new convert. Not only 
will such a person not have a balanced understanding of Scripture, but Paul also warns of 
another danger, “lest being lifted up with pride he fall into the condemnation of the devil” (1 Tim. 3:6). 
Positions of leadership can generate pride especially in the spiritually immature heart.  
 
(18) GOOD TESTIMONY – The elder must not just be highly regarded on a Sunday morning 
but his testimony must be consistent the rest of the week, “Moreover he must have a good report of 
them which are without; lest he fall into reproach and the snare of the devil” (1 Tim. 3:6). An elder’s unsaved 
work colleagues and neighbours must respect him even if they do not agree with his beliefs. His 
life should commend the gospel and build bridges to non-Christians. 
 
(19) IMPARTIAL – An elder must reflect the heart of God in being impartial in his dealing 
with very member of the church. Paul warns elders, “I charge thee before God, and the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and the elect angels, that thou observe these things without preferring one before another, doing nothing by 
partiality” (1 Tim. 5:21). There must be no favouritism in the church. All members, including the 
Board of Elders, must be treated with equal accountability. No elder must receive preferential 
treatment because of his age, social status or family connections.  
 
(20) NOT SELF-WILLED – Paul wrote to Titus that an elder must not be “self-willed,” (Titus 
1:7) which literally means, “self-pleasing.” An elder must not be a man that stubbornly wants to 
have his own way no matter what. Every elder must be under authority before he is in authority. 
For instance, he cannot utilise a procedural loophole in the church constitution to get away with 
sinning against God’s law!  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Spiritual leadership in the church attracts many with mixed motives and sometimes outright evil 
motives. The idea of position and power is an intoxicating allurement for some who think that 
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the title of elder is one to add to their collection. Sadly, the church today still has some of the 
worst type of professing Christians elected as elders. Elder Hophni, Elder Phinehas, Elder Lot, 
and Elder Samson are sitting in the Board of Elders in many congregations! Eternal damage has 
been done to churches that elect elders who do not have the spiritual qualifications prescribed by 
the Bible. Even one bad elder can do untold harm. Many members have been stumbled by 
unqualified elders and the testimony of Christ is undermined in the wider world.  

The NT puts tremendous emphasis on the spiritual character of an elder. So should we! 
The characteristics that are required by an elder are clear. If anything in his life signifies a 
weakness in those areas, a man is disqualified. He may be a member but he cannot be an elder. It 
is not enough that a man can recite swathes of the Bible or is a talented public speaker if his 
marriage is not pure or he is a contentious person. “Almost qualified” is not enough! No amount 
of training can offset deficiencies in these areas. Leadership in the church is fundamentally 
different from successful leadership in the world (cf. Mark 10:34-45). A man may successfully 
lead a thriving business or be a brilliant lawyer but that does not qualify him necessarily to be a 
spiritual leader in God’s house. A Board of Elders is not a Board of Directors or a Law Court! 

There is much at stake in the character of church leaders. It is not about electing wealthy, 
educated, and talented men but men of consistent and strong spiritual character. Nothing less 
will do. The devil particularly marks down the elders of the church to target as he knows if they 
fall, then the congregation will likely fall also. Few church members rise higher spiritually than 
the leadership of their local church. Great blessing will be on a church that has men that have the 
attributes prescribed by the Scriptures.  

These standards are not in the Bible to be used as a club to beat up the elders in the 
church but to hold up as a shining path for them to walk in. By virtue of the importance of their 
role in the church, the Bible commands members to love and respect godly elders, “And we 
beseech you, brethren, to know them which labour among you, and are over you in the Lord, and admonish you; 
And to esteem them very highly in love for their work’s sake.” (1 Thess. 5:12-13)  

Let us esteem and pray for the elders of our churches that they will be men who live up 
to this high calling. When we overturn God’s word, there is always a cost. Many churches are in a 
deep crisis today because they have chosen the wrong elders. May God keep us from going 
down the same road.  
 


