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Introduction 
 In our journey together through the book of Acts we’ve watched as the what is 

now 2,000 year old church was born out of a simple prayer meeting and how God sent his 

Spirit upon the initial band of disciples and enabled them to do the seemingly impossible, 

namely to bring others into the kingdom of God.  People started being converted right 

and left, finding in Jesus the fulfillment of all their religious hopes and human longings.  

And that can only happen if the Holy Spirit shows up.  One of the most important things 

we’ve seen in this study of Acts is that this was a church on the move, never sitting still, 

never content to relax and stagnate, always growing, always expanding, always outward 

focused. 

We’ve learned a lot of other stuff for following Jesus in today’s world as we’ve 

looked at the birth and expansion of the early church – practical stuff from decision-

making to following the Spirit’s leading in everyday life, weighty stuff like radical 

community and multi-ethnicity (and what they take), and also some organizational stuff 

like where do deacons come from and what do they do and now today where do elders 

come from and what do they do.  In case you don’t know, in the letters of the NT it is 

clear that church government/the way the church is structured involves two offices: 

deacons and elders.  Acts shows us how that came about in the course of time.  I really 

believe that the basic way the church was structured in the first century should be the 

model for its basic structure in the 21
st
 century. 

 Back in chapter 6 we saw how as the church in Jerusalem grew, there arose a need 

to examine its infrastructure and a new office was created, one which we showed was the 

prototype for the later office of deacons.  What we saw then was that deacons serve the 

church in ways that free the elders up to lead the church.  Deacons are the servants, the 

nuts-and-bolts type people, that keep things going, that organize and manage necessary 

aspects of the church’s mission.  They head up things that need to happen that the elders 

can’t do on top of the other things that need to happen.  In Acts chapter 6 it was the daily 

distribution of food to the widows.  At IBC in 2006 it’s the set-up and tear-down crews, 

the Admin Team, the Women’s Ministry, the Deacon’s Fund that helps those in the 

church and in the neighborhood with physical needs, and a whole host of other stuff that 

if I or the elders were in charge of then we couldn’t do our jobs. 
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 What exactly is an elder’s job?  Well we’re going to touch on that a little today.  

We’re also going to look deeper at what an elder-led church looks like.  The first thing 

we’re going to do is clarify the terms.  The second thing we’ll do is explain the biblical 

rationale for a plurality of elders.  Then thirdly, we’ll explore the need for elder 

leadership in the first place.  And then finally, we’ll talk about what this means for the 

ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church today.  In short, the main message of today’s text is 

just this: elders (plural) share the load in providing necessary spiritual leadership for 

the church. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Biblical Terminology 
 Pop quiz: how many elders does IBC have?  How many pastors are there at IBC?  

Aha!  The answer to both questions is three – Hobin, Derick, and me!  I’m really no 

different than either one of them in authority or spiritual responsibility.  I simply get paid 

to be an elder.  I do this for my full-time job, for a living.  So you may see me more up 

front, but in reality I’m just one of three men all equally elders.  A couple of months ago, 

someone from church introduced me to a visitor after service and said, “This is the 

pastor, Nathan.”  Hobin was standing around and this person introduced him as an elder 

and said, “We have two elders here at church.”  I gently corrected the person saying, 

“Don’t forget Derick; he’s still an elder even though he’s on sabbatical.”  And this person 

responded, “I know, I was counting Derick.  I don’t count you as an elder.  You’re the 

pastor.”  It’s a common mistake, but one that needs to be corrected.  I know there are 

probably others who think this way. [I got this person’s permission to use this as an 

illustration] 

First of all, biblically speaking the terms ‘pastor’ and ‘elder’ are interchangeable.  

A third term that you sometimes see in the NT is ‘overseer’ (cf. 1Tim. 3:1,2).  All three 

of these words refer to the exact same office.  A pastor or shepherd (poimen) is the same 

thing as an overseer or bishop (episkopos) is the same thing as an elder (presbyteros).  A 

good way to demonstrate this to look at Acts 20:28.  I knew that at some point in Acts 

we’d have to talk about elders.  I debated about whether to do it now in ch. 14 or wait and 

do it in ch. 20.  I chose now, obviously, but ch. 20 gives us a lot of information about 

what elders do.  There Paul gathers the elders of the church in Ephesus together and gives 

them some farewell instructions.  These men are clearly referred to as ‘elders’ 

[presbyteros] in v. 17.  But then look at v. 28 – “Keep watch over yourselves and all the 

flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers [‘bishops’, episkopos).  Be 

shepherds [actually it’s the verb to shepherd, but it’s related to the same word for 

‘pastor’, poimen] of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood.”  I could 

also demonstrate this from Titus 1:5-7 where Paul uses the two words, overseer and elder, 

in back to back sentences to refer to the same office. 

So before we go any further, we have to get our terminology straight.  When you 

talk of an elder, it’s the same thing as a pastor, biblically speaking at least, and it’s my 

conviction that it should be the same thing in the practice of today’s church (although the 

fact that we have to clarify this shows that it’s not).  This strong biblical conviction of 

mine is the reason why the very, very first thing I did when I joined IBC after IBC had 

been looking for a pastor for three years was to say, “You’ve had two pastors the whole 
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time and now going forward I’m not going to be the only one.”  We had to get straight on 

this whole church government thing from the get go because the default mode in so many 

churches, especially ones with a Korean flavor, is what I like to call the “pastor-as-king” 

model.  And I think that’s unbiblical and really dangerous.  And so the three of us elders 

went on an elder retreat shortly after I arrived and studied a book together on biblical 

eldership.
1
  A pastor is an elder… 

 

Plurality of Elders 
 …and… it’s not good for a church to have just one pastor/elder.  We established 

this at our inaugural elder retreat and wrote it into our bylaws
2
 and began functioning that 

way as a church – elders are pastors and you can’t just have one pastor.  Why do I say 

that?  Look what happens in today’s text.  And since it’s been awhile since we’ve been in 

Acts let me refresh your memories on what’s just happened.  The gospel spread to the 

cosmopolitan city of Antioch in Syria and a multi-ethnic church popped up there, a 

church that was on the move.  And they sent out Paul and Barnabas to share the message 

of the gospel in other parts of the empire and essentially to plant more churches.  They go 

to the island of Cyprus and then from there to the mainland of Asia Minor, proclaiming 

the good news that in Jesus there is forgiveness of sins and “through him everyone who 

believes is justified from everything [they] could not be justified from by [simply being 

‘religious’]” (13:39).  They proclaimed this in Psidian Antioch.  And when they were run 

out of town there, they did the same in Iconium.  And when they were run out of town 

there, they did the same in Lystra.  And after they about got killed there they went to do 

the same in Derbe. 

 While there was opposition in each of these cities, there were also a number of 

Jews and Gentiles that believed the message and they began meeting together for 

fellowship (remember: you simply cannot be a Christian on your own; you cannot be a 

Christian in isolation; the church is essential).  Now we read that Paul and Barnabas’ 

preaching “won a large number of disciples” (v. 21) in Derbe.  Then what do they do?  

They re-trace their steps.  Except for Paphos on Cyprus, they go back and visit all the 

towns they had preached in and left a community of disciples behind in: they go back to 

Lystra, then Iconium, then Psidian Antioch, and then they preached in the coastal city of 

Perga before sailing back full circle to the church in Antioch that had commissioned them 

in the first place to report “all that God had done through them and how he had opened 

the door of faith to the Gentiles” (v. 27). 

 Now, what is it they did in Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch?  Luke tells us that they 

strengthened the believers and encouraged them.  They checked up on them and 

reminded them that following Christ would involve many hardships and sufferings, but 

they must remain true.  But they didn’t just do that.  They didn’t just encourage and then 

leave.  They ensured that these churches would be self-governing and self-sustainable.  

We read, “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders [plural] for them in each church [singular] 

and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their 

trust” (v. 23).  In each church [singular] they appointed elders [plural].  They didn’t just 

set-up one solo pastor in each church.  They made it a point to commission multiple 

pastor/elder/overseers in each church. 

 And this isn’t just a fluke, a one-time occurrence that worked for these three 

churches but wasn’t normative.  Consider the following: 
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(1) As the apostles began to disperse from Jerusalem and go out on missions they 

seemed to have left behind the leadership of the church to a council of elders.  We 

see this when the church in Antioch sent their gift to the elders [plural] of the 

church in Jerusalem by way of Barnabas and Saul (11:30).  And we’re also going 

to see it in the next chapter when the apostles in Jerusalem together with the 

elders [plural] of the church gather to settle a doctrinal dispute (cf. 15:2).  The 

principle of plural elder leadership seems to be an established strategy in the very 

early years of the church. 

(2) In the passage we looked at briefly before – Acts 20 – Paul summons the “elders 

[plural] of the church [singular]” in Ephesus (20:17) for a final exhortation, not 

just the pastor. 

(3) This church in Ephesus was the church that Timothy was at when Paul wrote to 

him in 1Tim. 5:17 – “The elders [plural] who direct the affairs of the church 

[singular] well are worthy of double honor…” 

(4) Note how Paul begins his letter to the church in Philippi with this greeting – “To 

all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers [plural] and 

deacons.” 

(5) Paul makes it clear to Titus in his letter to him that “the reason I left you in Crete 

was that you might… appoint elders [plural] in every town, as I directed you” 

(Titus 1:5).  This is Paul’s universal practice.  But… 

(6) …it’s not just a Pauline thing.  James gives evidence that he assumes plural 

eldership to be the case in churches when he says, “Is any one of you sick?  He 

should call the elders [plural] of the church [singular] to pray over him and anoint 

him with oil in the name of the Lord” (James 5:14). 

(7) And the same goes for Peter.  In the first 5 verses of ch. 5 of his first letter he 

recognizes the elder structure of government as standard practice in churches and 

a plural elder system at that (N.B. v. 5a).  Elders were to shepherd God’s flock 

that was under their care, serving as overseers and those who weren’t elders were 

to be submissive to the elders. 

(8) Finally, while the word elder, shepherd, or overseer is not used in Hebrews 13:17, 

that office is surely in mind and the plural aspect of it is clear – “Obey your 

leaders [plural] and submit to their authority.  They keep watch over you as men 

[plural] who must give an account.  Obey them so that their work will be a joy, 

not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.” 

 

And of course this pattern of shared leadership had several precedents, not least of 

which is the fact that Christ appointed twelve apostles.  I think the biblical evidence is 

overwhelming that church leadership was shared by a plurality of elders, don’t you?  We 

don’t see any indication of a ‘pastor-as-king’ model in the NT, especially in light of the 

repeated mandate for ‘servant leadership’ (cf. Lk. 22:24ff, 1Pet. 5:3).  Leadership by an 

elder board or council or team provides accountability against power trips by egomaniacs 

or even power corruption of an initially sincere pastor.  It’s hard to be dictatorial and 

autocratic (which is a huge temptation for a leader and a definite no no for a Christian 

leader) when you have the checks and balances of other elders, when you don’t have sole 

power, when you have to share your authority.  And shared leadership provides 
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accountability in many other ways.  A plurality of elders also helps share the work-load – 

there’s absolutely no way one person can adequately shepherd a flock.  And it also helps 

balance out and compensate for one leader’s faults and weaknesses… and everyone has 

them.  I’m going to talk about this a little bit more later on.  There are many other 

practical benefits to a team leadership approach all supporting God’s model for church 

leadership as laid down in the NT.  Elders share the load in providing spiritual 

leadership for the church. 

 

The Need for Elders 
So we’ve defined our terms and demonstrated that there are not different 

categories of leadership – bishops and pastors and elders; they’re all the same office.  

And we’ve seen that there was more than one person that filled that office in each church.  

Leadership was shared.  The shepherding of a flock, the overseeing of a church was a 

collective effort.  Churches are to be led by teams of qualified (cf. 1Tim. 3:2-7, Titus 1:6-

9) men who sacrificially lay down their lives to lead, feed, and protect the flock.  As 

Alexander Strauch puts it, “The elder structure of [church] government is a collective 

form of leadership in which each elder shares equally the position, authority, and 

responsibility of the office.”
3
 

And now you may be asking, “Why is it so important that there be elders at all?”  

Why did Paul and Barnabas think it necessary to set up a leadership structure in these 

churches?  Because they were leaving; their job as missionaries – to get the ball rolling, 

to plant the seed – had been accomplished.  There was a group of believers now where 

there had never been one before.  And Paul and Barnabas gave their final admonishment 

to these believers but now it was imperative that there be people who could continue the 

admonishment; who could continue to strengthen the disciples with solid teaching and 

preaching; who could continue to encourage them to remain true to the faith because it’s 

not just a one-time thing you can say and expect it to be done, we need to be reminded 

and spurred on continually and we need someone to keep continual watch over our souls 

because of the tendency to peter-out/dissipate/lose interest/get sucked back into the 

world; it was imperative that there be people who could continue to prepare the church 

for hardships and counsel them when they inevitably come. 

We need the church.  The local church is a non-negotiable in the life of a 

Christian.  But each church also needs spiritual leadership.  That’s part of what makes a 

church a church.  The church in Lystra couldn’t just go on with no leadership structure 

set up, like sheep without shepherds.  The church needs elders. 

But this concept is so foreign to the individualistic, go it alone types of today.  It 

breaks my heart to see the wide-scale disinterest in church among professed believers in 

our generation!  George Barna’s newest book
4
 confirms my own experience – that 

young, postmodern types are allergic to the idea of a local church and commitment and 

submission to church leadership inherent in commitment to a local church.  But what’s 

even sadder is that Barna seems to validate these trends as some kind of new revolution 

to be welcomed!  And I feel like in some ways the whole para-church movement has 

played into this and now we have this large segment of so-called Christians who aren’t 

committed to a local church, who are mavericks not under biblically conceived spiritual 

leadership. 
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And I can sympathize and understand.  I don’t like it when the church becomes 

too institutional – programs and procedures and policies and the bureaucratic red-tape; 

when it’s easy to just do church like it’s a club.  The NT prescribes some structure for a 

church, but I think it’s intentionally simple – elders and deacons.  I can also relate to 

those who have been burned by “spiritual leaders” who were corrupt, incompetent, or 

authoritarian.  And that happens all too often.  But many times that is a result of a 

distorted church leadership model – a pastor-as-king model or pastor-as-CEO model.  

This whole shared leadership idea that we’re talking about today is precisely designed to 

prevent abuse of power, and the accountability along with the qualifications specifically 

listed in Scripture are designed to head off incompetence or corruption.  So don’t throw 

the baby out with the bath water. 

This may grate against your pride and rub you the wrong way, but you need the 

accountability of a church and the shepherding of elders.  You need someone over you.  

Why else did Paul appoint elders in each church?  Why is there so much talk in the NT 

about elders and their role and the church’s need to submit to them?  Because there are 

green pastures that people need to be led into; they won’t find them on their own.  People 

need to be fed with solid food, otherwise they’ll atrophy and won’t grow.  There are 

savage wolves and destructive/deadly doctrines that people need to be protected from, 

because they aren’t always the most discerning.  There are dangerous paths that people 

sometimes need a shepherd to come and pull them back from.  People need to be prodded 

to take up their cross in following Jesus and not fall into a comfortable lifestyle; you have 

to go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God; it’s not just about being a 

nice, middle-class family that goes to church on Sundays. 

It’s true.  You need elders.  You need sermons strengthening and encouraging and 

warning and preparing you.  You need a spiritual authority to counsel and correct you.  

You need to be taught at every stage of your life.  You need overseers to watch over your 

soul and point out where you’re going astray.  You need someone to remind you of truth 

and to care for you when the hard times hit.  The church needs visionary, bold leaders to 

take her into better places.  Elders provide necessary spiritual leadership for the 

church. 

 

What This Looks Like At Immanuel 

 What does all this mean for the way this church operates?  First of all, we place a 

high priority on the local church, on membership, officially committing to the local body 

of Christ here.  All the members sign a covenant that says, “I declare myself to be a 

follower of Jesus Christ and affirm that I cannot be such apart from a community of other 

Christ followers.”  But also in that covenant it says, “Scripture grants oversight of the 

church to its elders.  Therefore, I covenant to joyfully submit to their leadership.”  Being 

a Christian means being in a church and being in a church means being under spiritual 

authority. 

Here that is Derick, Hobin, and me.  Not just me!  We lead together.  Like I said 

earlier, I’m financially compensated by the church as a kind of ‘first among equals’ 

whose main work is preaching and teaching (cf. 1Tim. 5:17-18).  But Hobin and Derick 

both preach and teach from time to time and they are just as responsible for what is 

preached and taught, even though you will see me up here more often, because you 

support me so I can have more time to do it.  You may have noticed that there is a high 
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priority placed on preaching here, preaching straight-up from the Scriptures because 

that’s a key element of pastoral work – people need to be confronted by God’s Word and 

sit under it as it is publicly proclaimed.  That’s a necessary thing for a church and that’s 

what elders do. 

But that’s by no means all the elders do.  We meet together every Saturday 

morning to talk with each other, encourage and hold each other accountable, but also to 

discuss together the spiritual health of the church and of individuals in the church; to pray 

for the church; to collaborate on all the details that goes into “superintending all areas of 

congregational life;”
5
  to put our heads together on problems that have arisen in the 

church; to work together to discern where the Lord is asking us to take the church.  We 

try to be careful not to speak for ourselves but for the elders as a whole, to use “we” as 

much as possible when we talk about decisions that have been made regarding the 

church.  Also, in meeting with people we can share the load.  Some people may expect it, 

but I can’t meet individually with every person in the church.  But between the three of us 

we can do better at that.  And if you meet with Derick for lunch it’s just as good as 

meeting with me. 

 And we complement each other; we fill in each others’ gaps.  It’s neat how God 

designed it that way.  I have certain gifts and I don’t have certain other ones.  I have 

certain strengths and weaknesses and I by myself can’t be expected to be perfect at 

everything.  And that’s okay because I’m not the only pastor.  I’m hoping that this 

sermon will help clarify some misunderstandings and in doing so take some of the 

pressure that may be unfairly put upon me off of me.  I’m unique in the way God made 

me and I can’t be Super Pastor.  It’s hard for me at times to admit that, but it’s true.  In 

case you haven’t noticed, I don’t have the greatest of social skills.  Now don’t get me 

wrong, I’m not trying to compare myself to Jonathan Edwards, but I think I have a little 

bit of his make-up.  Here’s a guy that spent most of his time alone in his study and when 

he was asked later in life to be the president of what later became Princeton this is what 

he said: 

 

I have a constitution in many respects peculiar unhappy, attended with 

flaccid solids, vapid, sizy and scarce fluids, and a low tide of spirits; often 

occasioning a kind of childish weakness and contemptibleness of speech, 

presence, and demeanor; with a disagreeable dullness and stiffness, much 

unfitting me for conversation, but more especially for the government of a 

college. (Yale, 16:726). 

 

 Now I have no idea what flaccid solids are, but essentially what he’s saying is, 

“You wouldn’t want me for a president of a college.  I’m not a people person!”  

Likewise, a large aspect of pastoral ministry is being a people person and I’m not.  Don’t 

misunderstand, I’m big on community, I yearn for friendship, I crave human contact 

(both from my wife and other friends), I’d like to think I’m not a complete social misfit, 

but I’m not the most outgoing, gregarious person you know.  I’m the kind of person that 

doesn’t mind being alone most of the day – reading, writing, and praying.  That doesn’t 

bother me.  I like it actually.  And I don’t like large crowds.  I prefer small group settings, 

and I can’t stand large crowds.  I hate parties.  People drain me.  I sometimes can’t stand 

talking to people after church on Sundays.  It wears me out and I just want to go home.  
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Of course I have to watch that and stretch myself to not be self-absorbed which is always 

a danger, but it’s not necessarily wrong if God made you to be an introvert.  The problem 

is, it’s generally not good if a pastor’s an introvert… 

 …BUT if you have more than one pastor you can balance that out.  Both Hobin 

and Derick are great with people.  They’re people magnets.  People naturally flock to 

them.  Do you see how this works? 

Derick’s gentle and sensitive and soft (in a good way).  I can be blunt (I hope also 

in a good way).  On a spiritual gifts analysis I score high in prophecy (discerning and 

confronting people’s sin), but the thing is, people don’t usually like prophets.  Derick 

adds tact to the unified voice of the elders.  If it was just me being blunt all the time 

you’d feel hammered and not encouraged so much.  And if it was just Derick or Hobin 

being soft all the time, you may never feel appropriately uncomfortable.  [I’m not saying 

I can’t be soft and they can’t be firm, but it’s a generalization] 

Derick and Hobin together bring humor where I’m dry – if you don’t know what I 

mean, just come to the Summer Retreat this year and you’ll be sure to see it.  I can’t play 

the guitar.  Hobin and Derick can.  I’m extremely administrative.  Derick and Hobin are 

not. 

But Hobin’s a genius and brings much needed clarity of thought to our 

discussions.  He’s also gifted with wisdom that may come with his old age.  There’s a 

humility inherent in him that keeps my pride in check.  He’s a role model to me in many 

ways. 

All three of us work together.  It’s a beautiful thing.  I love these two guys deeply 

and couldn’t ask for better teammates in the solemn task God has called us to of being 

shepherds of the flock.  The flock needs shepherding.  The beauty of elders sharing the 

load in providing necessary spiritual leadership for the church is that all that weight 

doesn’t just rest on me.  First of all, knowing myself, that kind of power would be 

corrupting.  And secondly, no one man can always be the guy who’s responsible for the 

souls of everyone else.  It’s not possible and it’s not healthy for one to try.  But you see, 

I’m not bearing the weight of this alone and above accountability.  I’m not the guy who’s 

responsible to care for everybody else’s soul while nobody’s caring for mine.  You see, 

Hobin’s my pastor, Derick’s my pastor.  I’m not alone at the loneliest place to be – the 

top.  Derick, Hobin, and Nathan together equally share the load in providing 

necessary spiritual leadership for IBC. 

And we do it because we love you guys.  We want to lay down our lives for you.  

We want “to prepare [you] God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ 

may be built up” (Eph. 4:12).  We want to equip you as ministers of the gospel, priests of 

God, so that this church can be the kind of church we’re looking at in the book of Acts. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 23, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Almost everything I say here in this sermon is derived from or shaped by Alexander Strauch’s Biblical 

Eldership: An Urgent Call To Restore Biblical Church Leadership, revised and expanded (Colorado 

Springs: Lewis & Roth, 1995). 
2
 Article IV, Section 2, H (i) says, “All Elders are to be considered pastors.” 

3
 Strauch, 39. 

4
 George Barna, Revolution: Finding Vibrant Faith Beyond the Walls of the Sanctuary (Wheaton: Tyndale, 

2005). 
5
 From Article IV, Section 2, C (i) of our Bylaws. 


