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Title:  The Rule of Elders in the Local Church (DD-28)

Purpose:  To motivate the hearers to embrace the biblical teaching of the rule of elders.

Introduction
In our studies of the doctrinal distinctives of the church, we are presently considering the Baptistic distinctives. Already we have considered 1) the separation of the state and church 2) the autonomy of the local church.  Now we move to consider the 3rd…. 

SECTION 3: THE RULE OF ELDERS IN THE LOCAL CHURCH
In dealing with this subject, we shall do so under 3 headings: 1) the difference between congregationalism and the rule of elders; 2) the biblical basis of the rule of elders in the local church; 3) the main objection raise against the rule of elders 

I.
THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN CONGREGATIONALISM AND THE RULE OF ELDERS.
A. Among Baptist churches today, there are two main views of local church government - congregationalism and the rule of elders.  The original Baptist, including the framers of the 1689, held to the position of the rule of elders. But later Baptist in America, due to secular and political influences during that time, changed from the rule of elders to congregationalism. 
B.
Now what is the difference between the two?

1.
Before we consider the difference, let us start first w/ the similarities.

a.
First, both views acknowledge that Christ alone is the head of the church, and that therefore, the church must be subject to Christ. (Eph 5:22-4; Col 1:18; Mt 28:19)
b.
Secondly, both views acknowledge that Christ has revealed His will to the church in the Scriptures.

· During the Apostolic era, prior to the completion of the NT, Christ makes known His will to the church via the OT and, particularly, the authoritative and infallible teachings of living Apostles and prophets who were guided by the Holy Spirit.
· Then after the Apostolic era and the completion of the NT, Christ makes known His will to the church via the OT and, particularly, the authoritative and infallible teachings of the Apostles and prophets whose teachings are now preserved in the NT.

2.
So what then is the area of difference between the two? The difference has to do with the specific function of the elders in the local church.

a.
For the Congregationalist, elders have no authority above the other church’s members. In terms of authority, they stand in equal footing with the rest of the membership. Thus in ALL matters of church life, the members MUST take a vote, and the elders act only as facilitators. John Quincy Adams: “There is no opportunity for the assumption of authority by a few, if it were desired.  All meet on the broad, even platform of equality.  The rich & poor, the minister, deacons, & people, are all brethren.  The pastor is no more, the poorest member is no less, than one of the brethren.... On all questions, every member of the church has an equal right to speak and to vote.”
b.
However, for those who embrace the rule of elders, they believe that elders do have an authority over the members of the church. And although that authority is defined and limited by Scriptures, there is that Scriptural authority nonetheless to rule over God’s people.

Trans: 
Now having shown you the difference between congregationalism and the rule of elders, consider with me 2ndly…
II.

THE BIBLICAL WITNESS OF THE RULE OF ELDERS
A.
And here let us consider just three obvious witnesses.


1.
1 Tim 5:17-18 (READ).

a.
Clear from this is that the elders do rule. Not all members are said to rule over the church, but elders do. They do exercise authority over the church. And there is just no way you can bleed out the text of the idea of authority.
b.
This rule is not an absolute rule. It is defined and limited by Scriptures. But this rule is also real rule. Elders do rule. They do exercise authority over the church.
2.
1Peter 5:1-4 (READ).
a.
Elders here are exhorted to shepherd or pastor the flock of God and exercise oversight. And that work clearly involves ruling authority over God’s flock. For are we to say that there is no difference between shepherd and sheep, those who oversee and those under oversight?  
b.
Moreover, the fact that elders are warned against the temptation of lording it over those allotted to their charge, clearly indicates their position of authority. Only those who are in the position of authority have the tendency to abuse that authority and be guilty of tyranny.
3.
Hebrew 13:17 (READ).
a.
The “leaders” referred to here can only refer to the spiritual leaders or elders of the local church. And the title “leaders” is very interesting. It is the same title used for secular governors. Mt 27:2 (READ).
b.
What’s a governor? A governor is one sent by the king to rule or govern a particular province under the king’s dominion.  Unlike a king, a governor does not have absolute authority. His authority is a delegated authority and he remains subject to the king’s laws. However, a governor does have authority.  And it is his responsibility care for the king’s province and see to it that the king’s laws are being implemented by the subjects of the king.
c.
So also in God’s kingdom. Christ is the King. And the elders are the spiritual governors of the King’s provinces - the local church. John Brown: “ A Christian church is a very free society; but they mistake the matter who consider it as a democracy. It is a monarchy ( or theocracy), administered by inferior magistrate, chosen by their fellow subjects, who are to execute the King’s laws, being guided solely by His word, & neither by their own judgment or caprice, nor by the opinion & will of those whom they govern.  Christ is the Lord, & He administers His government by officers appointed according to His ordinance, & regulated by His laws.”
d.
Thus what is the duty of church’s member towards their spiritual governors? To obey and be submit to them! This obedience and submission is defined and limited by the Scriptures. But it is also to be real obedience and real submission.
B.
Therefore, the idea that elders and the rest of the members have the same authority in matters respecting the church does not square with NT revelation. It is a teaching nowhere taught in the NT Scriptures. The local churches where ruled by elders, under Christ’s Kingship and under apostolic oversight.
Trans:
But that leads us to our 3rd heading...

III

THE MAIN OBJECTION RAISE AGAINST THE RULE OF ELDERS
A.
The Objection Stated: And the main objection raised is not so much Scriptural but practical; and it has to do with fear that elders might abuse their authority. “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”
B.
The Objection Answered: In response to that objection, let me say that these fears are valid - the long history of the church clearly teaches us that. However, the fact that it has been abused does not mean that we are just going to throw it way what the Scripture really teaches. 

1.
And what does the Scripture teach? Let me just emphasized four specifics. The Scriptures teach that there are non-negotiable Scriptural qualifications of elders.

a.
1Tim 3:1-7 (READ). The desire for the work is not enough. A man must meet the necessary qualifications. 

· And the word “must be” is very strong - Lk 9:22: “The Son of man suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed and be raised up on the third day.” So these qualifications are non-negotiable. They are absolutely necessary. 
· And note that the H.S. through Paul did not say “hope someday will be or once was - but must be.” A man can only be an elder if he presently has these qualifications. If he does not have it yet, then he must not be made an elder. And if he had it before but looses it later, then he must not remain an elder.
b.
For as long as a man meets these qualification, qualifications necessary for a good leader, then less likely will he be guilty of gross violations of his authority as an elder.

2.
The Scriptures teach that it is the church that will choose her leaders on the basis of the Scriptural qualifications. 

a.
We see this biblical principle in Acts 6:1-6 (READ). In the choice of church’s deacons, what did the Apostles do?  They did not just appoint, by themselves, deacons. But they gave the church the qualifications of deacons, and told them to choose men from among themselves who would fit those qualifications. And when the church made the choice, the Apostles simply validated their choice.

b.
And what is true of deacons should even be truer of elders. It is the church that should choose her elders in the light of the apostolic qualifications given in Scriptures. If a man does not meet the qualifications, then he is not to be made an elder. If an elder no longer meets the qualifications, then he is to be removed from the office. This is indicated in 1Tim 3:10 (READ) “also” indicates that what is true of deacons is also true of elders.
c.
If a church will only conscientiously implement this Scriptural principle, then it will prevent the elders from abusing their authority. And they will have added motivation to careful to maintain and further cultivate their Scriptural qualifications.

3.
The Scriptures teach the plurality and parity of elders in one local church.

a.
The Scriptures nowhere speaks  of a church having only one elder or pastor, or having one pastor and then some second class pastors or elders under him. But the Scriptures speak of a plurality and parity of elders or pastors in one local church.

b.
Texts: Acts 14:23; 20:17,28; 1Tim 5:17-18; Jms 5:14; 1Pet 5:1 (READ).
c.
This does not mean that a church should just appoint men who are not yet scripturally qualified just to have a plurality of elders; for the Scriptural qualifications are non-negotiable. But the point is that the church’s ideal is that of a plurality of elders sharing equal authority in the church.

d.
This provides checks and balances of any abuse of authority by one elder.

4.
The Scriptures teach that elders are still subject to church’s discipline.

a.
1Tim 5:19-20 (READ). The bible has a provision for the discipline of elders. If they do sin, then they must be properly dealt with.
b.
And the idea that an elder is accountable only to God is not biblical. He can and should be disciplined by the church if he does sin.

5.
The Scriptures define and limit the parameters of the elders’ authority.

a.
For example: nowhere does the Scripture teach blind obedience and submission to elders.

· Heb 13:17 (READ) “Obey your leaders and submit to them for they keep watch over your souls as those who will give an account.”
· But is this obedience and submission to be blind? Are we just to believe whatever they teach simply because they teach it? And are we just to do whatever they say we should do simply because they say we should do it? NO. Mt 15:14; Acts 17:11 (READ).
b.
In matters of personal decisions, the elder’s advice is not equal to a Scriptural command.

· 1Cor 7:25-28 (READ). Note Paul makes a clear distinction between command and advice. Because of what he called as “the present distress” which most probably refers to intense persecution, Paul advises the singles not to marry that they might be spared from trouble & difficulty. But he nonetheless reminds these Christians that even if they will not heed his advice, given by the Holy Spirit’s guidance, they still will not sin.
· And if that is true of an Apostle’s advice given by the infallible guidance of the H.S., how much more the advice of elders even if it based upon biblical principles?

c.
Besides, the Scriptures teach that there are certain things that the elders cannot or should not just decide on their own without the church’s involvement and approval.

· This is true of church’s discipline. Mt 18:15-18 (READ). The elders cannot just decide on their own to discipline or excommunicate or disfellowship anyone. Only the church has the right, in obedience to Christ, to do that. There is no higher court in the church than the church’s court.
· This is also true of the choice of officers. The church has to be involved. Acts 6.
· And this is even true of other major decisions of the church. The elders are to be sensitive to the sentiments of the congregation. i.e. transfer the prayer meeting from Wednesday to Saturday; or  church sell its building to buy a new one. 

6.
If only the church will conscientiously implement these Scriptural teaching about church’s leadership, then it will prevent abuses of authority in the church. Besides, think of the alternative. Remember that no authority tends towards anarchy. Without elders that really rule, then you will have anarchy, chaos and confusion. And this is also what congregationalism often has led to.

Conclusion:  


Therefore, let us embrace the biblical teaching of the rule of elders. For that is God’s design for the well-being of the church. And for as long as we will conscientiously implement the Scriptural teachings of church’s leadership, we need not fear the elders will abuse their God-given authority and become tyrants.
