Elders: Shepherding Leadership in the Church
Why Elders Matter

God never intended his people to drift without spiritual guidance, care, and oversight. In the New
Testament, elders are appointed to shepherd the church, watch over souls, guard sound doctrine,
and lead the congregation toward greater faithfulness to Christ. Faithful elders are a gift to the
church because they help strengthen, protect, encourage, and guide the body under the authority
of the Chief Shepherd.

What Are Elders?

In the New Testament, the terms elder, overseer, and shepherd describe the same leadership
office from different angles. “Elder” emphasizes spiritual maturity and wisdom; “overseer”
emphasizes watchful responsibility and care; “shepherd” emphasizes guidance, protection,
feeding, and concern for the flock. The word pastor simply means “shepherd,” though many
churches today use it as a title for the preacher or paid minister. In the New Testament pattern,
however, shepherding/pastoring is especially the work of elders, not a separate third office.
Elders are therefore the spiritual shepherds of the congregation, entrusted to guide, guard, teach,
care for, and oversee the church under the authority of Christ, the Chief Shepherd.

Key Biblical Texts

Acts 14:23 — Paul and Barnabas appointed elders in the churches with prayer and fasting,
showing that elder appointment was an intentional, spiritual, and orderly process.

Acts 20:17, 28-31 — Paul commissions the elders of Ephesus to “pay careful attention” to
themselves and to the flock, identifying them as overseers who must shepherd the church of God
and guard it from danger.

Philippians 1:1 — Paul addresses the church along with its “overseers and deacons,” showing
these two recognized leadership roles in the local congregation.

1 Timothy 3:1-7 — Paul gives qualifications for overseers, with priority placed on proven
character, spiritual maturity, household faithfulness, and the ability to teach.

1 Timothy 5:17-22 — Elders who lead well are worthy of honor, including financial support for
those who also labor in preaching and teaching; accusations against elders must be handled
carefully, and appointments must not be made hastily.

Titus 1:5-9 — Paul instructs Titus to appoint elders and describes their qualifications, especially
emphasizing household credibility, moral integrity, and the responsibility to hold firm to sound
doctrine.

1 Thessalonians 5:12—13 — The church is taught to respect those who labor among them, are
“over” them in the Lord, and admonish them, showing the congregation’s responsibility toward
spiritual leaders.

Hebrews 13:7, 17 — Christians are to remember, imitate, obey, and submit to faithful leaders,
because they watch over souls and will give an account.



James 5:14 — The sick are instructed to call for the elders of the church to pray over them,
showing the elders’ role in spiritual care, prayer, and pastoral presence.

1 Peter 5:1-4 — Elders are commanded to shepherd the flock willingly, humbly, and by
example, not domineering over the church but serving under Christ, the Chief Shepherd.

Ephesians 4:11-16 — While not limited to elders, this passage shows the broader purpose of
church leadership: equipping the saints for ministry, building up the body, and helping the church
grow into maturity in Christ.

The Character of an Elder

Elders are not required to be perfect men, but they must be proven men. Their lives should
consistently display spiritual maturity, moral integrity, self-control, humility, faithfulness, good
judgment, and a shepherding heart. The qualifications in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 are not merely
technical requirements; they form a composite picture of the kind of man who is spiritually
credible enough to care for God’s people.

The Work of an Elder

Elders shepherd the flock, guard the truth, lead by example, care for souls, help maintain
spiritual order, equip the church for service, and guide the congregation through wisdom, prayer,
teaching, and discernment. Their authority is real, but it is not worldly or domineering. It is
servant-shaped, Scripture-governed, and accountable to Christ.

The Appointment of Elders

The two clearest New Testament examples of elder appointment are Acts 14:23 and Titus 1:5.
Paul and Barnabas appointed elders in the churches with prayer and fasting, and Paul left Titus in
Crete to appoint elders in every town. While neither passage gives a full procedure, both show
elder appointment as an intentional, orderly, and spiritual process of recognizing qualified men
for shepherding oversight.

There is wisdom in involving both the congregation and current elders in this process. The
congregation helps recognize trusted men from within the body, while the elders provide spiritual
discernment and orderly guidance.

Identifying Potential Elders

The church should look for men who are already doing shepherding work without needing a title.
Who is already teaching, encouraging, praying, visiting, counseling, helping resolve concerns,
and showing steady spiritual care for the church? Rather than asking, “Who is popular?” the
better question is, “Who do we already trust to guide, care for, and help shepherd the church?”

A Concluding Thought

Godly elders are a blessing to the church: men of proven character who shepherd with humility,
guard the truth with courage, lead with wisdom, and help the body grow together in faithfulness
to Christ. Faithful shepherds are one of God’s good gifts for the spiritual health of his people.
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