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Local Church Government 

Jose Francis Martinez

                    Lecture 1

Title: Overview of Local Church Government

Purpose: To give the hearers an overview of local church government.

Introduction

1. In Systematic Theology, Local Church Government is part of the Ecclesiology. Because of God’s saving work in Christ, not only are individuals saved but also a community is formed. And that community is the church. 

2. And in this first lecture, what I wish to do is to give you an overview of local church government. In doing that we will consider three things: 1) The Importance of  Adhering to the Bible Teaching of LCG 2) The Biblical Framework of  LCG 3) The Dual Substance of LCG

I.
THE IMPORTANCE OF ADHERING TO THE BIBLICAL TEACHING OF LCG

… The importance of adhering to the biblical teaching of LCG rests upon two foundations.

A.
The identity of the church - 1Tim 3:14, 15 (READ). 

1.
According to Paul here, what is the church? 1) The church is the household or house of God. 2) It is the church is the church of the living God. 3) It is the pillar and support of the truth. And because of this identity of the church, then the people of God must know how they ought or must conduct themselves in the church of God. 

a. The word “ought” is dei,. It is a very strong Greek word and refers to something that is absolutely necessary. It is the same word used in Mk 8:31 “And He began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.” 

b. We cannot just do whatever we want to do in the church of God. We must conduct ourselves according to how God wants us to conduct ourselves in the church of God. 

c. And why? Because the church is the household or house of God; it is the church of the living God; it is the pillar and support of the truth.

2.
Let us look at each of these descriptions of the church’s identity one at a time.

a.
The church is the household or house of God – 3:15 

· There is a question as to how to translate the Greek work oikoj used here.  Primarily it means house (a place of dwelling), but it can also mean household (family). It is difficult to determine which of the two Paul really intends here. For elsewhere in the Bible the church is referred to both as the dwelling of God (the place of God’s special presence) and as the family of God.   

· But whatever be the precise meaning intended here will not really make any practical difference. If the church is God’s house or God’s household, then it follows that God’s rules, and not our own, must be observed in the church. In my house and in my family, my rules should be obeyed because it is my house and my family. So also in the church. We must conduct ourselves according to God’s rules and God’s instruction giving to us through the apostolic writings.

b.
The church is the church of the Living God – 3:15

· Why does the church belong to God? He purchased it with His own blood. Act 20:28 (READ). The church is not ours. It belongs to God.

· And this God to whom the church belongs is described as “the Living God”. This description is intended to draw a contrast with the dead idols of the nations. God is not like the dead and lifeless idols that dwell in temples made of stones. They cannot hear, cannot see, cannot smell, cannot move, cannot think and feel, and cannot react to whatever might be happening the temples they dwell in. But God, to whom the church belongs, is the Living God. He sees, He hears, He knows, He feels, and He reacts to whatever is happening in His house or in His household. Therefore, the rules of God’s house must be known and obeyed. We ought to conduct ourselves according to the rules of God’s house or household given to us through the apostolic writings. 

c.
The church is the pillar and support (foundation) of the truth – 3:15
· What is the function of a pillar and foundation? It serves to hold up a building. It you destroy the pillar and foundation then the entire building will collapse. 

· That is what the church is. The church is not the truth. The church is the pillar and support (or foundation) of the truth. It serves to support the truth and to lift it up high. If you destroy the church, then you destroy the pillar and foundation upon which the truth rest. 

· Therefore, it is vital that we abide by God’s instructions about how we must conduct ourselves in church of God or we will put in danger the truth of which the church is the pillar and support. 

· To change the analogy, think of a vessel that will carry 10,000 tons of gold across dangerous sea. If you choose a vessel that is not sea worthy, you will put in danger the gold you will transport in it. Therefore, you have to the make sure that the vessel you will transport the gold it is sea worthy, made according to the strictest standards of how vessels should be made. So also the church! It is the pillar and support of the truth. If we do not abide with God’s instructions as to how we must conduct ourselves in the church, then we put in danger the truth of which the church is the pillar and support.

3.
“But is the matter of church government included in this?” Yes. 3:1,2, 8; 5:16, 17-18, 19-20 (READ). If you study church history, the departure of so many churches from the truth began with a departure from the biblical teaching of church government and structure. Read Calvin’s Institutes.

4.
So the importance of adhering to the biblical teaching of LCG rest on the identity of the church. It is the house or household of God; it is the church of the Living God; it is the pillar and foundation of the truth. 

B.
The general principle that leadership could be either a blessing or a curse to the people. 

1.
This is amply illustrated in the Old Testament Scriptures. 

a.
When godly leaders ruled over God’s people, it resulted to the great blessing of the people – Moses, Joshua, Samuel, David, Solomon, Hezekiah, Nehemiah, etc.

b.
But when wicked leaders ruled over God’s people, it resulted to the curse and apostasy of the people – Jeroboam, Ahab, Manasseh, etc. Ezek 34:1-6 (READ). Instead of this leaders becoming a blessing to the people, they have become a curse.  

2.
And in the New Testament, the same general principle is clearly illustrated. 

a.
Think of the religious leaders of the Israel at the time of Christ’s earthly ministry – Mt 23:13-15 (READ) Instead of these leaders becoming a blessing, they have become a curse to the people.  

b.
Then we have Diotrephes - an abusive church leader that became such a problem in the church – 2Jn 1:9-11 (READ). What a problem this man has caused in the church. He will not even submit to apostolic authority.

3.
Moreover, when we move from biblically-recorded church history to non-biblically-recorded church history, the same general principle is graphically illustrated. Read Calvin’s Institutes.

…  Summary: Therefore, we cannot be indifferent to what the Bible teaches about LCG. We must carefully study them and implement them. We must not let prince pragmatism rule. We must not let king traditionalism rule. We must not let queen sentimentalism rule. God’s rule must be known and implemented in His church.


II.
THE BIBLICAL FRAMEWORK OF LCG

A.
An Outline and Diagram of the Universal/Local Church Government: 

1.
To understand LCG, we must set it in the wider and bigger picture of universal church government. And here I will assume that you have already studied that subject or will be studying this subject.  

2.
An Outline

Christ – the Head of the Church

The Holy Spirit- Christ’s Vicar on Earth

The Apostles (the 12 and the wider circle) – Overseers of all Churches





    \The Evangelists (apostolic delegates)

The New Testament Prophets – Infallible but under Apostolic Oversight

Pastors/Elders/Overseers/Teachers of local Churches







      \The Deacons


3.
A Diagram
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4.
Important Observations.

a.
Note that the universal/local church structure and government is the same during and after the apostolic era. The only difference is that now we no longer have living Apostles and New Testament prophets and we only have their teachings and directives summarized, comprehended, preserved, and universally published in the New Testament Scriptures.

b.
Moreover, it is important to emphasize here that each local church is autonomous from the other churches. Although churches communicated with one another, prayed for one another, helped one another, and even voluntarily participated in some cooperative efforts, and yet no local church, or group of local churches, or bodies created by churches have authority over one local church. But each local church, under apostolic oversight and authority, is governed by its own local officers and stand in equal footing with other local churches. This is brought out especially in the book of the Revelations. Each local church was directly addressed by Christ and the Holy Spirit through an apostolic letter. And if a church would not respond to the call of Christ through an apostolic letter, then Christ was the One who would deal directly with that church.

· Rev 2:4-5, 7a (READ) - Christ here did not envision a denominational board or some other body to censure the church of Ephesus for losing their first love. He speaks here to the church by way of an apostolic letter and warns the church that if they do not repent of theirs sins, then He will deal with the church directly by destroying it. And the message of Christ to this church is not confine to this church only but to all the churches in every generation.

· Rev 2:12, 14-17a (READ) - Christ here did not envision a denomination board or some other body to censure the church in Pergamum for its doctrinal and moral deviations. He speaks here to the church by way of an apostolic letter and urges them to repent. Warning the church that if they do not discipline the guilty members, then He will deal with them directly. And the message of this letter is not mean for that church but for all the churches of Christ in every generation.

· Rev 2:20, 23, 29a (READ) - We read of no body here that Christ calls to censure the church in Thyatira for its doctrinal and moral deviations. He speaks here to the church by way of an apostolic letter and urges them to repent. Warning the church that if they do not discipline the guilty members, then He would deal with them directly. And the message of this letter is not just for this one church, but for all the churches of Christ in every generation.

· Rev 3:1-3, 6 (READ) - We find here no body which Christ calls upon to censure the church in Sardis. But Christ here speaks to the church by way of an apostolic letter and urges them to repent of hypocrisy. Warning them that if they do not repent, He will deal with them directly. And the message of this letter is not just meant for this church but for all churches in every generation.

· Rev 3:15-16, 19, 22 (READ) - Again we do not read here of a body or denominational board called by Christ to censure the church in Laodicea for its complacency. Christ communicates to them by way of an apostolic letter, urging them to repent. And warning them that if they do not, then He will spit them out of His mouth—excommunicate them from the church universal. 

 III.
THE SUBSTANCE OF LCG

A.
In the Bible, local church government consists of two offices, not three – the office of overseers, and the office of deacons.

1.
These are the two offices mentioned in 1Tim 3: 1-2a, 8 and Phil 1:1 (READ).

2.
But what about the office of elders and pastors? That office is one and the same with the office of overseers.  

a.
Tit 1:5, 7 (READ). Clear from this that elders are also overseers. The office is one and the same.

b.
Acts 20:17-18a, 28 (READ). Note that the elders presbute,rouj are also called as overseers evpisko,pouj and they are told to shepherd poimai,nein or pastor the church of God. Therefore, the elders are also overseers and the elders or overseers are also pastors. The office is one and the same.

c.
1Pet 5:1-2 (READ). Peter as an elder of the universal church is addressing the elders of local churches. And note that Peter exhorts the elders presbute,rouj of local churches to shepherd poimai,nein or pastor the flock of God among them and to exercise oversight evpiskopou/ntej. So indicated in this is that the elders of churches are also the pastors of the same churches and the overseers of the same. The office is one and the same.

d.
Eph 4:11-12 (READ). Note that Paul here speaks of both the universal/local church. In the universal church, we have the apostles, prophets, and evangelists (the apostolic delegates). And the language here indicates that pastors poime,naj and teachers refer to but one set of officers for the word “some” tou.j is repeated only four times and it does not precede the word “teachers”.   
  3.
So indicated here is that the substance of local church government is dual -  the office of elders or overseers or pastors or teachers, and the office of deacons.

B.
And what is the distinction of these two offices? 

1.
The office of overseers or elders is the ruling office – 1Tim 5:17 (READ).

2.
The office of deacons is a helping office. It is the function of the deacons to assist the overseers in the more mundane concerns of the church – Act 6:1-4 (READ). The spiritual leaders of the church could no longer handle the church’ s task of looking after the needy widows of the church. Therefore, the task was delegated to qualified men who would be able to look after these things. While the men chosen were still under the rule of the spiritual leaders of the church; and yet, they were delegated the more mundane task, which the spiritual leaders could not longer handle without neglecting their primary task.

Conclusion


This is the overview of local church government. In our next lectures, we will consider more closely, first, the Ruling Body, and second, the Helping Body. 
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