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CHURCH SERIES – PASTOR 

“Roles & Relationships of a Pastor” (Hebrews 13:7; 17; Galatians 2) 

There is much misunderstanding of the role of a pastor today. Some think that he is like a CEO 
who runs a church in a dictatorial role whereas others think he is simply an employee of the 
elders. Both positions are equally abhorrent and unbiblical. There are also those who have tried 
to eradicate the distinctions between the role of a pastor and a ruling elder. The most extreme 
are groups like the Plymouth Brethren who refuse to recognise any distinction between a pastor 
and an elder. All of the leaders in the Brethren Assemblies are just termed “elder” to emphasise 
that.  
 Whenever you have people, you have problems. This is true in the church. The authority 
of church leaders is being challenged and ignored today to a great degree. This is not new. The 
Apostle Paul had to defend his authority and calling before the end of the NT era. This was not 
self-serving but a vital step to uphold the values and principles of God’s order in the church. 
God has ordained various levels of delegated authority under His ultimate authority in the home, 
state, and the church. The purpose for all authority is for the good and the blessing of those 
under authority. One of those authorities is pastoral authority.  

In our lawless contemporary age, pastoral authority is at an all-time low. Some of that is 
self-inflicted in the proud, self-destructive actions of paranoid and intemperate pastors but that 
does not answer every scenario. People have never liked their sins exposed. That attitude began 
in the fig leave aprons of our first parents. This results in the attack on the messenger because 
the rebellious heart does not like the message! Often this attack is centred on the pastor’s person 
and authority, as he is the most visible representation of God’s authority and Word in the 
church. Such undermining of the ministry of the pastorate is never a healthy thing for the church 
of Jesus Christ (cf. Gal. 6:7-8).  
 
DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN PASTOR AND RULING ELDERS 
 
There are clearly differences between pastors and ruling elders or there would be no need to 
distinguish the titles. Almost every Presbyterian denomination has historically distinguished the 
functions of a pastor and a ruling elder. There are areas of overlap in terms of ruling authority 
but there are also clear areas of difference. In simple terms the pastor carries the main (or even 
exclusive) responsibility for public preaching, leading corporate prayer, administering the 
sacraments, conducting marriages, and burying the dead. 

The first formal ecclesiastical steps to set forth the functions of a pastor were in the 
Scottish Presbyterian Second Book Of Discipline (1578). This is a foundational document for 
Presbyterian governance. The Book of Discipline distinguished between pastors who minister 
“in the administration of the word” and the eldership, which functions “for good order and 
administration of discipline.” It refers to ruling elders as those, “that labour not in the word and 
doctrine.” The definition of a pastor is set out, 
 

Pastors, bishops, or ministers, are they who are appointed to particular congregations, 
which they rule by the word of God, and over the which they watch. In respect whereof, 
sometimes they are called pastors, because they feed their congregation; sometimes 
episcopi or bishops, because they watch over their flock; sometimes ministers, by reason of 
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their service and office; and sometimes also presbyters or seniors, for the gravity in 
manners which they ought to have in taking care of the spiritual government, which 
ought to be most dear unto them. (Chapter 4, 1) 

 
The key distinction between a pastor and a ruling elder can be deduced from that definition. The 
pastor’s primary role is to “feed their congregation.” This will have a dual function – positive and 
negative. John Calvin says, “The pastor ought to have two voices: one, for gathering the sheep; 
and another, for warding off and driving away wolves and thieves. The Scripture supplies him 
with the means of doing both....” These pastoral responsibilities that are distinct from the ruling 
elders is why a pastor has a particular calling, training, election and ordination process within 
most Presbyterians churches. In some denominations they are members of the Presbytery or 
Synod whereas elders are members of the local congregation.  
 Most Presbyterian churches have built upon the broad criteria of the Second Book Of 
Discipline (1578). For instance, the Bible-Presbyterian Form of Government sets forth, 
 

The office of the minister is first in the Church, both for dignity and usefulness. The 
person who fills the office has, in Scripture, obtained different names expressive of his 
various duties. As he has the oversight of the flock of Christ, he is termed bishop. As he 
feeds them with spiritual food, he is termed pastor. As he serves Christ in his Church, he 
is termed minister. As it is his duty to be grave and prudent, and an example of the flock, 
and to govern well in the house and kingdom of Christ, he is termed presbyter or elder. 
As he is sent to declare the will of God to sinners, and to beseech them to be reconciled 
to God through Christ, he is termed ambassador. And, as he dispenses the manifold 
grace of God, and the ordinances instituted by Christ, he is termed steward of the 
mysteries of God, and in humility he is the servant of Christ, separated unto the Gospel 
of God (BPC Form of Government, Chapter 5). 

 
It carefully goes on to give a separate definition of the function of a ruling elder, 
 

Ruling elders are the particular representatives of the people, chosen by them from their 
own number, for the purpose of joining with the pastors or ministers in the government 
and discipline of the Church. This office is recognized in Holy Scripture. (BPC Form of 
Government, Chapter 6) 

 
This definition of ruling elders sets forth the limitations of his responsibility as “for the purpose 
of joining with the pastors or ministers in the government and discipline of the Church.” That is 
the balanced and biblical order. A ruling elder is not to be a pastor in terms of seeking to 
take the role of the preacher and teacher of the Word of God. Many problems occur when 
either pastors or elders overstep the boundaries placed around their functions by Scripture. Few 
understand either the gravity or the potential of their role. Often this is because the man is not 
truly qualified to ever be in the role in the first instance.  
 
RELATIONSHIP OF PASTOR TO RULING ELDERS 
 
The pastor is a member of the Board of Elders as he also is a teaching elder. In terms of 
authority he is equal but not superior to the other ruling elders there. Each member of the Board 
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of Elders (both pastor and ruling elders) must jointly and severally rule there. These men are 
called to act independently according to their conscience. They are not to blindly or deliberately 
follow the majority or align themselves into groupings of “unholy alliances.” Louis Berkhoff 
reminds, “While the elders are chosen by the people, they do not receive their authority from the 
people, but directly from Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Church.” 

In most denominations, the pastor serves as the Chairman or Moderator over the 
session. This is because he is generally recognised as the “First Among Equals” (from the Latin 
primus inter pares) because of his unique spiritual gifts and training within the Board of Elders. The 
Reformed Baptist, Mark Dever explains, 

 
Because the senior pastor does the majority of the public teaching, he will likely accrue 
more authority among the congregation and the elders. In other words, he possesses the 
same formal authority as the other elders, but his opinion will generally carry more 
weight. Particularly as he demonstrates faithfulness and wisdom, he can be treated as the 
first among equals…..In general, other elders must learn to strike a balance in how they 
interact with the senior pastor. On the one hand, they should thank God for the unique 
gifts the Lord may have given to this lead teacher and so avoid muzzling this particular 
ox (1 Cor. 9:9; 1 Tim. 5:18). This may mean deferring to him more to him than they 
would other elders. On the other hand, they must act responsibly before God with the 
charge he has given each of them. Finally, the balance is a matter of wisdom. 

 
This position is logical. Since the function of the Board of Elders is one that deals with spiritual 
governing and discipline of a local congregation, then the person who has been academically 
trained and uniquely gifted to handle the Word of God in pulpit ministry is one whose opinions 
should be given greater significance. So while every vote on the BOE counts the same, not every 
opinion should be given equal significance. A pastor’s opinion should weigh more if he is more 
deeply grounded in God’s Word and has a deeper interaction in the lives of the members in 
terms of counselling, marrying, burying etc. Furthermore in most churches, the pastor will have a 
greater grasp of the needs of members and of how decisions will therefore affect each individual. 
A pastor’s ministry should effectively lend particular weight to his words. He can lead within the 
BOE and in the wider church by his example and his teaching. This leading should be done on 
his knees in prayer and by his personal example of a Christ-like life. Kevin Bauder points out, 
 

This is one reason that pastors who maintain long and effective ministries may look like 
they are exercising near-dictatorial authority when they are really not. They have served 
one church for so long, invested so heavily in its ministry, ministered so effectively to its 
members, stood so faithfully through difficult hours, and remained so steady under fire 
that the congregation trusts them almost implicitly. They do not try to give orders, but 
because their church holds them in such love and esteem, even their preferences and 
wishes carry the weight of commands. This is not a bad thing, but it is not an automatic 
thing, either. This kind of respect must be bought, and it literally costs a pastor half his 
life. The danger for the older pastor in this kind of long and effective ministry is that the 
people’s well-deserved and almost implicit trust in him can become a kind of license. He 
might begin to interpret the well-earned confidence in his leadership as a well-earned 
right to lordship. Apart from vigilant self-control and Spirit-bred humility, it could be 
possible to turn deference into dictatorship. 
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This deference is seen in the NT. Even in the Jerusalem Council, where the apostles and elders 
sat with equal voting authority, particular respect was given to the council of those intimately 
involved in the issues and who were grounded in God’s Word. Peter spoke first and then we 
read, “Then all the multitude kept silence, and gave audience to Barnabas and Paul, declaring what miracles and 
wonders God had wrought among the Gentiles by them.” (Acts 15:12) It was only once, “And after they had 
held their peace” that we read that “James answered, saying, Men and brethren, hearken unto me…” (Acts 
15:13). Even within the diverse but united leadership of the Apostles, there were those who 
acted as spokesmen. The Apostle Peter often had that role as a leader among leaders. Timothy 
and Silas seemingly deferred to the leadership of the more experienced and knowledgeable Paul 
on the missionary journeys. John MacArthur points out, 
 

They had an equal office, equal honor, and equal privileges and responsibilities. They 
were all sent out two by two. They all preached the Kingdom. They all healed. They all 
had access to Jesus. But while none of them was less than the others in terms of office or 
spiritual qualification (except for Judas), nevertheless, some of them stood out over the 
others as leaders among leaders……The same phenomenon can be observed in the book 
of Acts. James, for example, was apparently regarded as a leader and spokesman for the 
entire church (Acts 12:17; 15:13). Although he was not in any kind of official position 
over the other elders, they seemed to look to him for leadership, at least in the church in 
Jerusalem. Peter was present, yet James was in charge. Their roles clearly differed. But no 
one was the leader of everything. 
 

TITLES OF A PASTOR 
 
This subject has caused much controversy also. Many condemn the titles used to describe a 
pastor such as “reverend” or “minister” or even “pastor.” The Second Book Of Discipline (1578) 
states, 
 

All these, as they must be raised up by God, and by Him made able for the work whereto 
they are called; so ought they to know their message to be limited within God’s word, 
without the bounds of the which they ought not to pass. All these should take the titles 
and names only (lest they be exalted and puffed up in themselves) which the scriptures 
give unto them, as those which import labour, travail, and work; and are names of offices 
and service, and not of idleness, dignity, worldly honour or preeminence, which by Christ 
our Master is expressly reproved and forbidden. 

 
One of the most common objection is to the title “reverend” on the grounds that this is a title of 
God, “He sent redemption unto His people: He hath commanded His covenant for ever: holy and reverend is His 
name” (Psa. 11:9). On a superficial level this may appear to have some substance until you note 
that God’s name is also described in Psalm 111:9 as “holy” and the Bible uses the same word to 
describe Christians as “saints” which is the Greek word for holy. So if it is wrong to call a man 
“reverend” on the basis that a title of God is “reverend” then it must equally be wrong to call a 
man a “saint.” Yet the Bible calls a man a saint! 
 In Presbyterian churches the term “reverend” does not imply the person is God’s equal. 
It simply indicates that a person holds a special position within the church as an ordained minister 
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to publicly preach God’s holy word for which reverence is to be shown. Although the minister 
also is saved by grace and suffers from sinful imperfections, it also must be recognised that God 
does not call everyone to this sanctified role.  

The actual title of “reverend” is an anglicisation of the Latin reverendus (from the verb 
revereri meaning “to respect”). The Bible explicitly teaches that a faithful pastor is to be shown 
honour and reverence by believers, “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” 
(e.g., 1 Thess. 5:12-13, cf. 1 Tim. 5:17; Heb. 13:17), and since they are to be shown reverence, it 
is thus appropriate to call them Reverend. An ordained pastor should not have any 
embarrassment at having his office referred to as “revered” or “respected” by the title 
“reverend.” 
 The title pastor (which is from the Latin pastor meaning shepherd) is an equally valid title 
of a minister. It describes more the role of the preacher in caring for the flock or ministering to 
their needs. All these terms are equally defensible and biblical. Most Presbyterian ministers likely 
prefer the term pastor when in their local congregations as it is a more intimate title of affection. 
The use of the title “reverend” is normally restricted to church notices to make clear that he is a 
trained and ordained minister to the outside world.  
 
LIMITATIONS OF PASTORAL AUTHORITY 
 
There is never to be a one-man ruler over a church. That is more characteristic of cults than of a 
NT church. The ruling of a church is a corporate activity within a plurality of men. This is vital 
as even the best of men are men at best. No pastor lives in a state of sinless perfection. Even in 
the often cited passage of Hebrews 13:17, “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” there is a biblical balance in the submission, “Remember them which have the 
rule over you, who have spoken unto you the word of God: whose faith follow, considering the end of their 
conversation.” (Heb. 13:7; cf. 1 Thess. 2:13). The submission to any pastor and elder is not linked 
to his person but is tied to his teaching of the biblical text, “who have spoken unto you the word of 
God.” No pastor has the right to command any obligation of any other person just because of his 
position. The WORD is ultimately what rules the people, not the pastor. 

In the apostolic band, each of the apostles was subject to the leadership of the church. 
There were times that the leading apostles proved fallible and were publicly rebuked, “But when 
Peter was come to Antioch, I withstood him to the face, because he was to be blamed” (Gal. 2:11). Peter’s 
fallibility did not end in Acts 2 when he was filled with the Holy Spirit! Great leaders can be in 
error. The gospel makes us free, but not free to behave irresponsibly. Even in the apostolic age 
there were false preachers seeking to subvert biblical truth in the pulpits (cf. 1 Tim. 1:20; 2 Tim. 
2:17; 4:14; 3 John 9). The NT is full of admonishment to look out for false doctrine and false 
preachers. Paul warned the church leaders in Ephesus, “Also of your own selves shall men arise, 
speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:30). Clearly Paul expected the BOE 
in Ephesus to hold such men to account! In 1 Timothy 1:19, Paul even names such heretics in 
Ephesus, Hymenaeus and Alexander.  

It is sad today when we see men trying to build their own reputation instead of the name 
of Christ. They rob the Saviour of His glory. Of course such men don’t admit that is their true 
motive. They will often hide this pride by under the pretence of having a zeal for “holiness” and 
“ensuring the protection of the flock.” John Calvin said of such men, “they who have nothing 
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but the title, nay, who use the title of pastors for the purpose of destroying the Church, deserve 
but little reverence and still less confidence.” 

It is, therefore, imperative that pastors be held to account by the other members of the 
local BOE and the Presbytery. This must be done truthfully and lovingly. Biblical accountability 
is not a mere judgmental spirit or personal pride but true love for pastors, “Faithful are the wounds 
of a friend.” (Prov. 27:6). Sometimes the most loving thing an elder or a Presbytery can do is to 
wound a pastor with the truth. As Charles Simeon said, “To warn men of their danger is the 
kindest office of love.” 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
Pastors do have a vital role to play in a church. A congregation that does not have a called, 
trained, and anointed preacher of the Gospel regularly in their midst will inevitably suffer the 
consequences. Pastors are God’s gift and plan for a local church. That perfect plan cannot be 
improved upon by man’s wisdom as you cannot improve on God’s perfection.  
 A pastor has real authority in the church and he is called to exercise that leadership and 
authority for the glory of God. Once a congregation calls him as the pastor, he does not need 
anyone’s permission to preach the whole counsel of God, whether the truth is applied as 
edification, rebuke, correction, warning or encouragement. However, his authority is limited by 
the boundaries of Scriptural truth. If he abuses it, the church should hold him accountable and 
he will be judged more severely (James 3:1). Members are fully responsible to submit to that 
God-ordained authority, when it is exercised according to Scripture. Any attempts to subvert, 
undermine, or avoid that authority will remove the blessing of the Lord on the life of the 
individual in question (Heb. 13:17). 

Pastors have to walk in the seemingly paradoxical role of nursing the infant believers yet 
rebuking the heretic. He must not be quarrelsome but must be gentle; yet he must boldly defend 
the faith and denounce the evildoer. In short, he must be like Christ who perfectly reflected all of 
these emphases. The balance to walk that path is one that needs the power of the Spirit of God. 
That is why CH Spurgeon said, “No man can do me a truer kindness in this world than to pray 
for me.” Pray for your pastors.  
 
 

 


