
Induction of Alfie Orr 

OUTLINE 

Who should be an elder? 
How many elders? 
What authority does an elder have? 
What is the Church’s duty to the elders? 

INTRODUCTION 

The Roman Catholic Church says, ‘No Pope, no Church!’  The Anglican Church says, ‘No 
Bishop, no Church!’  The Presbyterian says, ‘No Elder, no Church!’  The Baptist says, ‘No 
congregation, no Church!’  These simplistic statements identify where authority is to be 
found in the local Church.  As Reformed Baptists we are somewhere in between the 
Presbyterians and regular Baptists.  We see Christ as the Head of His church, but because 
He has given each of His people the Spirit, enabling them to all be priests, the whole local 
church with the added gift of eldership is sufficient to exercise authority and fulfil the 
responsibilities of the local church.  Someone has said that the church is first of all a 
monarchy with King Jesus as its head; it is secondly a democracy with the congregation 
having significant authority and responsibility, and thirdly it is an oligarchy/aristocracy 
because of the office of elder in the church.  We agree with these three statements in this 
particular order, we are in between pure democracy and eldership rule.  We distinguish 
between elder ruled, where almost all decisions are taken by the elders and elder led where 
the elders have a leadership role but in order to help the congregation make the most 
biblically informed decisions where the Bible says they ought.   

Today we have had the privilege of inducting Alfie into the eldership.  This is a solemn 
occasion and has been done publicly with the exchanging of promises for that very reason.  
It has been done with the laying on of hands as the bible commands as a symbolic act 
conferring the authority of office, and we trust is also a means of grace where God will 
supply Alfie with the grace needed for his task.  Given the fact that many churches are 
embarrassed about technical issues that relate to authority structure, the difference of 
opinions between Christians, and a general disinterest in deeper questions of ecclesiology 
you will not often hear a sermon of this nature being preached.  I however am delighted to 
preach on this topic this morning because eldership is a gift of God and the bible outlines 
how it is to function.  Elders are a gift to the church, a gift of leadership, a gift of authority, 
a gift of discernment, a gift of teaching, a gift of care, a gift of prayer, a gift of protection 
from wolves and the church that does not have this gift will be the poorer for it.  This notion 
of eldership as a gift comes from Eph. 4:11 where we see Christ gives to the church 
shepherd-teachers in order that the truth might be spoken in love, each member protected 
from false doctrine and equipped to serve, and thereby cause the whole church to grow 
(4:15-16).  A healthy church begins with its officers being faithful to their given roles and 
responsibilities.   

I should probably make my assumptions clear as we begin.  There are those who believe 
that the bible has no clear teaching on church structure and authority, and feel that the 
unassailable proof is that fact that Christians fight about this.  However, if everything 
Christians ever fought about was declared something the bible does not clearly teach on, we 
would be left with nothing to believe.  No, we believe that the word of God is sufficient to 
fully equip the man of God for every good work, 2 Tim. 3:16-17, ‘All Scripture is breathed 
out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 
righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.’  



Please recognise that the phrase, ‘man of God’ is applied firstly to Timothy who is in the 
ministry.  Paul is telling Timothy that he as a minister can be confident that the Word of God 
is sufficient to equip him to know how to do every good work.  I hope you don’t think me 
too presumptuous when I say that how to lead the church falls under the ‘every good work’ 
clause.  We see Paul as an apostle does not leave how God’s household is run to chance or 
to personal opinion, he gives instruction to Timothy and says, 1 Tim. 3:14-15, ‘I hope to 
come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, 15 if I delay, you may know 
how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, a 
pillar and buttress of the truth.’  Sam Waldron suggests that you would never walk into 
someone’s house and just randomly rearrange the furniture to suite your tastes, likewise we 
should not go into God’s house, the church and do whatever we like.  We must study the 
word on this most important matter and seek to obey what He commands. 

I need to stress our biblical basis for our views.  In the Anglican position which believes that 
the apostle John put a bishop structure in place late in the first century.  They claim that the 
bible does not speak to these things and that we have to depend on early church traditions 
to discover the apostolic structure.  We forcefully disagree.  We will not have the space to 
how they quote selectively from the church fathers, but we do hope to show that the bible 
does indeed give us a clear model for church authority.   
Our Presbyterian and Reformed brothers believe that the church structure of elders and 
deacons was taken over from the Jewish synagogue.  As a result when it comes to 
interpreting the text they assume this continuity, and it influences their interpretation, for 
example in Matt. 18 where it instructs us to take the matter of an impenitent brother to the 
church, they automatically evacuate the word church of any meaning but what they assume 
it must mean based on Jewish synagogue practice taking church discipline out of the 
congregations hands and limiting it to the elders.  I might add that this interpretive 
approach is used when thinking about infant baptism, the assumptions they carry influence 
their final interpretation.  As Baptists we argue that although it is clear that the synagogue 
did influence church structure, the apostles did not slavishly take over its form but practiced 
authority in light of the New Covenant promises that all would have the Spirit and the 
priesthood of all believers.  We allow the NT to indicate these details and how they should 
help us revise anything that might be borrowed but then altered.       

This morning we will not be able to be exhaustive and answer every question related this 
topic so we will seek to answer these four.  Who should be an elder?  How many elders?  
What authority does an elder have?  What is the churches responsibility to the elders?   

Who should be an elder?   

All women and most men cannot be elders!  Today we see Egalitarianism is rife where the 
differences between the sexes are interpreted as insults, and women must have equal 
opportunity to do everything that men do.  This is a sentiment that ignores that God has 
created us to be different and that these differences are to be celebrated not destroyed.  
Leadership in the home and in the church is male.  Not because men are cleverer or 
stronger but because God has appointed them as head in order to reflect the picture of the 
gospel.  Christ rules over His church and husbands have been given responsibility in order to 
reflect this.  Some think that one person having authority over another dehumanises them 
and implies inferiority.  This is not true Christ submits to the Father in His incarnation and 
yet is equal.  This should help us to realise that male headship in the home and the church 
is not oppressive but part of the image of God we put on display.   

In 1 Tim 3:1-7 we have a list of who should be an elder.  It begins with a desire for the 
office not because one seeks to promote oneself, but rather to better serve the church.  



When looking for an elder you should look for someone who is already doing the job and 
then just make it official.  Alfie is tested and tried in this way.  The desire is not seen in a 
desire for the office as much as it is in evidence in the life of someone who is already 
serving the church apart from the office.  Most of the list is a list that emphasizes good 
character and the fruit of the Spirit.  ‘Above reproach’ or blameless is not a sinless person 
who does not need Christ as saviour but one who has no obvious sin in their lives.  
Faithfulness in marriage, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, not a 
drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money, not a recent 
convert, not conceited or puffed up, and being thought of by outsiders are all related to a 
man’s character.  The only gifts that are mentioned are the ability to teach and to manage 
his own household.  This implies in a good knowledge of the word and the ability to help 
others understand it, as well as some administrative skills evidenced in a smoothly run 
household.  Alfie once was an elder and pastor in this church and has served in this way for 
many years in various places.  We are very privileged to have a man of his experience on 
our eldership.   

How many elders? 

The next question we want to look at is, should we have a single elder church or a plurality 
of elders, more than one?  We believe the bible teaches that every church should have more 
than one elder.  In the recent history of Baptist churches the typical structure has been a 
single elder situation, the pastor who has a committee made of up the deacons, the 
treasurer and the secretary of the church.  Altogether they would be the executive council 
and function like an eldership.  The solitary elder church is not the position that is taught in 
the Scriptures nor is it the position of the 1689.  I have ministered in a situation where I 
have been the only elder and it has been very difficult to take all the leadership, decision 
making, bearing responsibility for the elders role in discipline and entrance into the church, 
the burden of prayer, teaching and other aspects of the office.  A disciple becomes like his 
teacher and likewise a church becomes like its elders.  If there is only one dominant 
personality and flavour in the leadership then the church runs the risk of being dominated.  
A plurality of elders is not merely something that is taught but optional but is crucial to the 
health of a local church.  When Jesus sent out His disciples to evangelise He sent them out 
in pairs, and more than one elder in a local church is the pattern of the government we see 
being practiced in the early church.  There are many verses to prove this. 

We see elders in the church in Judea, Acts 11:30, ‘And they did so, sending it to the elders 
by the hand of Barnabas and Saul.’ 
Paul and Barnabas appointed elders in the various churches that they had planted, Acts 
14:23, ‘And when they had appointed elders for them in every church, with prayer and 
fasting they committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed.’ 
We see multiple elders in the church in Jerusalem, Acts 15:22, ‘Then it seemed good to the 
apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose men from among them and send 
them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas.’   
We see elders in the Philippian church, Phil. 1:1, ‘Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, 
To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers and deacons.’ 
There was a plurality of elders in the Thessalonian church, 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13, ‘ We 
ask you, brothers, to respect those who labor among you and are over you in the Lord and 
admonish you, 13 and to esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Be at 
peace among yourselves.’   
There were elders in the Ephesian church, Acts 20:28, ‘Pay careful attention to yourselves 
and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church 
of God, which he obtained with his own blood.’  1 Timothy 5:17, ‘Let the elders who rule well 
be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and 



teaching.’  This verse is important for proving the plurality of elders as 1 Tim. 3:2 speaks of 
a single elder but here we see that Paul knew of a plurality with a need for more. 
James calls upon the sick Christians to call upon the elders for prayer, James 5:14, ‘Is 
anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over 
him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord.’   
The author of Hebrews speaks of more than one elder as well, Heb. 13:7, 17, ‘Remember 
your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. Consider the outcome of their way 
of life, and imitate their faith.’  ‘Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping 
watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy 
and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.’  

Not only is there plurality but parity among the elders.  There have been various challenges 
to the equality of elders, on the one hand there have been those who have sought to raise 
the bishop above the elder, and then there have been those who have tried to make the 
pastor an office above the elder.  Both of these views are incorrect.  Firstly concerning the 
view that bishops are above elders, The words elder, pastor, teacher and bishop are used 
interchangeably.  Mark Dever writes, ‘It is striking that in the New Testament the words 
“elder,” “shepherd” or “pastor,” and “bishop” or “overseer” are used interchangeably in the 
context of the local church office. This is seen most clearly in Acts 20, when Paul meets with 
the “elders” of the church in Ephesus (v. 17). Several verses later, Paul tells these same 
elders to keep watch over themselves and over the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made 
them “overseers” (another translation for “bishop”). In the very next sentence, he exhorts 
these elders, these overseers, to “be shepherds [from the same root as ‘pastors’] of the 
church of God, which he bought with his own blood” (v. 28). In the space of twelve verses, 
the same men are referred to as elders, overseers, and shepherds.’   

Likewise as we compare the role of elders with the pastor we see that there is an overlap in 
functions showing that they are simply synonyms for the same office.  The word pastor 
simply means shepherd and if we look at the instructions to elders you will see the many 
times that shepherding is the way of stating it.  1 Peter 5:1-4, ‘So I exhort the elders among 
you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as a partaker in the 
glory that is going to be revealed: 2 shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising 
oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful 
gain, but eagerly; 3 not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the 
flock. 4 And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory.’  
Likewise in Acts 20:28-30, ‘Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which 
the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained 
with his own blood. 29 I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among 
you, not sparing the flock; 30 and from among your own selves will arise men speaking 
twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them.’   

So then when we have a plurality of elders they are all equal.  There may be among them 
those who are more gifted in teaching and preaching, those who have greater gifts in the 
area of leadership or administration, and it is admitted that those who have these gifts tend 
to be the financially supported elders we usually call the pastor/pastors.  However, when it 
comes to weight of authority all elders have an equal share.  The pastor given his gifts and 
constant public ministry may have more moral authority but this does not give him more 
authority than a regular elder.  The eldership will therefore make its decisions by the 
consensus of the eldership not by the opinion of one elder.  If an issue cannot be clarified 
between two godly men, then it is not worth making a final decision.     

What authority does an elder have? 
  



God appoints elders over the church, they have no power in the government, the work place 
and do not replace the husbands as heads of the family.  Their authority is restricted to the 
worship of God’s people and the church.  Elders are essential in defining the membership 
having the discernment to interview people for baptism and membership.  They also guard 
the table and any Christians who split the church, believe or teach heresy or live in 
impenitent sin must be disciplined, the ordinance of discipline is barring access to the Lord’s 
Table.  The elders will approve who can teach in Sunday school, who can lead services, who 
can reside at the Lord’s Supper and baptise.  They will have to give an account of the 
teaching and this falls within their jurisdiction.   

The deacons do not have an area of authority but an area of responsibility.  It is the elders 
and not the deacons who are in charge of the finances, but it is the deacons who are 
commissioned with the administration of the funds at the elders request, freeing them up to 
focus on the word, prayer and pastoral matters.   

It should be stressed that elders are not merely representatives of the congregation, they 
have an inherent authority to put God’s will in place apart from the permission of the 
congregation.  Elders do not have the authority to add to the word of God or to insist on 
anything as law that is not in the word.  An elder is not given authority in order to make his 
opinions and cultural preferences law and impress these upon God’s flock, that is to teach 
man’s traditions as the laws of God.  The elder does not have authority to interfere in the 
running of your work and take the authority of your employer.  He can preach to you the 
principles which should govern how work should be done.  He cannot interfere and usurp 
the authority in the home, for example, telling the women what to wear in specifics beyond 
what is modest; he cannot tell the husband when to have family devotions, that morning is 
better than after tea; the elder cannot dictate the specifics of using your money, time and 
talents as these are issues of conscience but can only seek to inform your conscience 
through the preaching of the word, binding your conscience to it not him. 

What is the churches responsibility to the elders? 

Jonathan Leeman suggests 5 things.  Firstly, formally affirm them in calling and setting them 
apart to the office of elder.  Secondly, honour them as their office deserve even paying 
them, he bases this on 1 Tim. 5:17-18, ‘Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of 
double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching. 18 For the Scripture 
says, "You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain," and, "The laborer deserves 
his wages."’  Thirdly, submit to them in the area of their jurisdiction (Heb. 13:17).  Fourthly, 
pray for them because they are on the front line.  Fifthly, hold them accountable and remove 
them from eldership if they disqualify themselves.  I would add that we should protect by 
not admitting gossip and accusations that are not verified (1 Tim. 5:19).  And partner with 
them in the work.   

Elders then are gospel preservatives.  They preach it, live it, pray for it, uphold the visible 
representations of it in the church, baptism, membership, the Lord’s Supper and discipline     
                   
    


