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"Let Him Call for the Elders" 

James mentions elders in v. 14. By "elders" James does not mean "old folks," or "senior citizens." He is 
referring to church officers called by that title. As you might have noticed, we have in our church a pastor, 
three elders and two deacons. There are other denominations and other so-called Christian churches that 
have more offices that we do, such as bishops, cardinals, popes, prophets, and even apostles. We believe 
that there were some extraordinary officers in redemptive history, such as prophets and priests and kings 
during the time of the nation of Israel, because Israel was a theocracy and also because God's special 
revelation was still ongoing and not yet completed. There were also Apostles during the fist century, which 
was an extraordinary period. They were appointed by Christ Himself to bear witness to His ministry, death, 
and resurrection as eyewitnesses. Obviously, we can't have Apostles anymore. During this time, there were 
also New Testament prophets, who delivered God's revelation to the emerging church because the Bible 
was not completed yet. 

We believe that, after the extraordinary times of the Bible, the church is governed by "ordinary" officers--
namely, elders and deacons. We can see this structure emerging already in the first century. Paul begins his 
letter to the Philippians, "Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ Jesus who 
are at Philippi, with the overseers [or, elders] and deacons…" (Phil. 1:1). At that time, the churches might 
have had prophets and even Apostles in their midst. But from Paul's words, we see that, even in the first 
century, the basic composition of the church was the saints, the elders, and the deacons. 

What about pastors? Paul mentions pastors in the list of the officers in the Apostolic church: "And he gave 
the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds [which can be translated as "pastors"] and 
teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ" (Eph. 4:11-12). He 
also says in 1 Tim. 5:17, "Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially 
those who labor in preaching and teaching." 

Even in our circle, some think that there are only two offices in the church--elders and deacons--which is 
called the two-office view. And there are also those who think that there are three separate offices--pastors, 
elders, and deacons--which is called the three-office view. Our denomination's position is called the 2 ½-
office view. We believe that there are fundamentally two offices only--elders and deacons. But we also 
believe that the office of elder is further divided into two subgroups: teaching elders (by which we mean 
pastors) and ruling elders (which is what "elders" usually means). As we saw already, Paul seems to 
distinguish between the (ruling) elders and the elders who labor in preaching and teaching in 1 Tim. 5:17. 

James' message, which we will focus on today, is quite simple: if you are sick, call for the elders of the 
church to pray over you. It's so simple that it may make you wonder why we need a whole sermon on it. 
Well, I believe that this simple exhortation flows out of certain biblical ideas regarding the relationship 
between the elders and the members of the church. So I'd like to address James' simple exhortation in its 
broader context. 

How important is it for a church to have elders (and deacons)? Our denomination (the Presbyterian Church 
in America) believes it is very important. After all, the title, "Presbyterian," comes from a Greek word that 
is used for elders. We believe that this focus on elders represents the Bible's teaching on the life of the 
church, especially its government. Paul established elders whenever he planted a new church: "And when 
they [Paul and Barnabas] had appointed elders for them in every church, with prayer and fasting they 
committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed" (Acts 14:23). There are also lists of elder 
qualifications and responsibilities found in various places in the New Testament. We can say that one of the 
distinctives of the biblical form of church government is the central role of elders in the government of the 
church.  



Some do not like this organizational, or institutional, dimension of the church. You know, many people say, 
"I don't like organized religions." People don't even like their governments because they are so big and 
bureaucratic and inefficient and impersonal. There's a strong anti-establishment attitude in all of us. But 
why? Is it simply because of all the failures and abuses of the institutional authorities? I'm afraid that's not 
entirely so. One eminent aspect of our fallen condition, our sinful nature, is the rebellious streak we detect 
in each and every one of us. We simply don't like other people telling us what to do. We don't like hearing 
their reprimand and correction. We don't even like other people offering advices (unless we asked for them 
first! Even then, we don't like it when they tell us what we don't want to hear)! Quite often, we think we 
know better than others. Even when we don't, we just don't like to be told we are wrong. The problems of 
institutions are often an excuse for us to justify our rebellious heart. If not, we shouldn't have any problem 
obeying God since He is perfect, should we?  

And God is so perfect that He can accomplish His good and gracious will perfectly even through imperfect, 
broken sinners like us. "Preface to The Book of Church Order" puts it so beautifully in this way:  "Jesus, 
the Mediator, the sole Priest, Prophet, King, Saviour, and Head of the Church, contains in Himself, by way 
of eminency, all the offices in His Church, and has many of their names attributed to Him in the Scriptures. 
He is Apostle, Teacher, Pastor, Minister, Bishop and the only Lawgiver in Zion.   "It belongs to His 
Majesty from His throne of glory to rule and teach the Church through His Word and Spirit by the ministry 
of men; thus mediately [that is, through His chosen servants] exercising His own authority and enforcing 
His own laws, unto the edification and establishment of His Kingdom." 

God is a God of order. His kingdom, particularly His church, must manifest the wisdom of God through its 
orderly organization. It is true that no church is perfect. It is, after all, an assembly of sinners. Though 
regenerated and justified and now being sanctified, we are not perfect--far from it. This is true of pastors 
and elders and deacons, too. But God, who works through them, is perfect. And God is intent on showing 
"what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his 
great might" (Eph. 1:19) by working through the failures and shortcomings and brokenness of sinners in 
His church! If we continue to participate in the life of the church and not give up on it, it is not because we 
trust the people in the church but because we trust God, who is able to do all things well, even through 
sinners! After all, our Lord promised, "I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against 
it" (Matt. 16:18). 

While at it, let's talk briefly about Presbyterianism. I'm sure some of your friends ask how Presbyterians are 
different from other denominations. Dr. Julius Kim at Westminster points out 3 key concepts that 
characterize Presbyterianism: plurality of elders, parity of elders, and connection of its member churches. 
Notice how important elders are in this list. As we briefly go through this list, I hope you will see God's 
wisdom in establishing this form of government and the safety it affords the people of God.  

What do we mean by "plurality of elders"? Simply put, the church is not to be led by one man at the top. 
The session, which is the governing body of a local Presbyterian church, is consisted of a pastor (or 
pastors) and ruling elders. But as we saw, a pastor is an elder, too. In distinction from the ruling elders, a 
pastor is called a teaching elder. He is set apart and ordained particularly for the ministry of the Word and 
the Sacraments. Usually in the session, the pastor takes the leadership role, not only because he is usually a 
full-time elder, but also because he is responsible for the ministry of the Word and Sacraments, which is the 
engine that drives the life of the church. But he is not the only leader: he is still one of the many elders, 
accountable to the others. This is important because, as the Proverbs says, "Where there is no guidance, a 
people falls, but in an abundance of counselors there is safety" (11:14). 

This leads to the second concept: "parity of elders." By "parity," we mean "equality." Ruling elders are not 
there just to "support" the pastor as if the ministry were the pastor's alone. God forbid that they should just 
be "yes-men" to the pastor. In the life of the church, no one is above accountability, even the pastor. For he 
is a sinner, too. He is no spiritual superman. He can make mistakes in judgment and thinking. He too needs 
counsel and advice and correction. This is important because, as they say, "Power tends to corrupt but 
absolute power corrupts absolutely." He can and should learn from the members of the church. For God has 
given to each unique experiences and expertise and gifts, which the pastor may be lacking. He can learn 



even from children. In our household, whenever I do something silly or unbecoming, our children say, 
"Pastor James…!" But the elders are his direct accountability. This makes sense because of their spiritual 
maturity, the depth of their biblical and doctrinal understanding, and their wisdom, for which they were 
elected to be elders.  

This doesn't mean that elders are to be contrarians to make the pastor's life miserable! The elders and 
pastors are on the same team, working together for the glory of their Lord and King. If they should seek to 
decrease, it is not so that the pastor or any of the elders should increase! It is so that Christ might increase 
and His church thrive! Elders and pastors should be examples of both humility and boldness--humble with 
regard to their own status and agenda but bold when it comes to upholding the honor and Christ and 
defending the truth of the gospel! How blessed is a congregation to have such elders! 

The final one is "connectionalism." This simply means that each local congregation is connected with the 
presbytery (the assembly of local Presbyterian churches) and the general assembly (the assembly of all its 
member churches). There is a hierarchical element in the relationship among these "courts": a lower court 
(e.g., the session of a local church) can appeal to a higher court (e.g., the presbytery) and, in such a case, 
the decision of the higher court would be binding. But each court has its own sphere of authority, which is 
to be zealously guarded and preserved. It is said that our government was patterned after the Presbyterian 
form of government, at least with regard to the relationship between the federal, the state, and the local 
governments. Because of this kind of structure, which goes beyond each local congregation, a church 
doesn't have to split up because the pastor and elders don't agree or whenever conflicts arise within a local 
church.  

As shepherds of the flock, elders have a lot of authority entrusted to them:  "As he has the oversight of the 
flock of Christ, he is termed bishop or pastor. As it is his duty to be grave and prudent, an example to the 
flock, and to govern well in the house and Kingdom of Christ, he is termed presbyter or elder. As he 
expounds the Word, and by sound doctrine both exhorts and convinces the gainsayer, he is termed teacher. 
These titles do not indicate different grades of office, but all describe one and the same office" (BCO 8-1).  

The key regarding the authority of elders is the word, "entrusted." This authority is not something they 
obtain by fighting for it or paying for it or campaigning for it. This authority is entrusted to them by God 
through the electing action of the congregation. This is not so because church is a democratic organization 
and democracy is the best form of government. Is the general population knowledgeable and sophisticated 
and noble and courageous enough to make the tough and right decisions in difficult and complex matters of 
economics and politics and international relations, etc.? The politicians are wont to say, "The American 
people want…." But do we know what is really good for us without knowing all the relevant facts and 
issues involved? But the members of the church have been given the privileged role of electing Christ's 
under shepherds. This is a new development in the history of redemption, owing to the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit upon God's people on the Day of Pentecost. So Paul is able to say, "'For who has understood 
the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?' But we have the mind of Christ" (1 Cor. 2:16)! 

Of course,      the election of elders is not, and must not be, a popularity contest. The congregation is to 
elect their elders (and deacons) according to the standard given in the Word of God. Elders, too, must rule 
and govern the flock of Christ according to His Word, not according to their own feelings and whims, their 
opinions and worldly wisdom. And they should not rely on their own interpretation of God's Word but as it 
is summarized in our confessional standards and applied in our Book of Church Order.   

This idea of elder leadership in the church is not an entirely new phenomenon. As early as Gen. 50 we have 
a mention of elders among the people of Israel, long before the covenant offices of prophet, priest, and king 
were established. This "office" of elders in the Old Testament was not mandated by God directly. But it 
seems to have developed "naturally" during the time prior to the establishment of Israel as a nation at 
Mount Sinai. During the period of the tribal Israel, those who were older and mature took on the leadership 
role quite naturally.  



What we notice in the New Testament is that the theocracy of Israel is being replaced by the church. In this 
transition, we see elders becoming prominent. This is understandable. The offices of prophet, priest, and 
king were all a theocratic arrangement. So, with the theocracy of Israel gone, these offices are no longer 
needed. They exist spiritually--informally, in all believers and, formally, in the officers of the church in 
their ministerial roles. This transition shows also that the extraordinary time of God's supernatural 
revelation through extraordinary officers is over; we have entered into the "ordinary" period of the ordinary 
means of grace (i.e., the expository preaching of God's inspired Word, the Sacraments, and prayer), 
administered through the ordinary officers of the church.       

In this regard, what is interesting is that James exhorts the sick to call for the elders, not someone with the 
gift of healing. After all, this was during the Apostolic era with many "supernatural" gifts. Moo says that 
not all churches were as charismatically-gifted as the Corinthian church. But also possible is that this was 
looking forward to the post-Apostolic, "ordinary" ministry of the church officers. The emphasis here is 
faith, not a special gift of healing or anything else. We will speak more of this next week. 

For today, I want to ask who elders are to you. Would you call them when you are sick? What's in view 
here is someone who is so sick that she has to call for the elders to come to her. I hope none of you get 
deathly sick like that. But if you do, I hope you would call for the elders. But even if you were not so sick, 
if you are sick enough that you have to miss church, please let us know so we can pray for you. Some of 
you already do this really well, whenever you cannot come to church for whatever reason. We really 
appreciate you letting us know.  

Elders (and deacons, too) are God's wonderful gifts to us. That's why we take the time and energy 
to   nominate them, train them, elect them, and ordain and install them as our elders. They have a lot of 
authority as tour spiritual leaders. Think of what shepherds are to sheep. That is one of the most preeminent 
images of the elder-member relationship. You have entrusted them with the authority to make important 
decisions regarding the life and ministry of the church as well as the wellbeing of your souls. They 
interview new members and determine whether their profession of faith is credible, opening for them the 
door of heaven with the keys of the kingdom entrusted to them. They have a lot to do with the vision and 
direction of the church. They appoint people to different committees and various tasks. Should you go 
astray, you have given them the authority to chase you down and compel you to return to your Savior and 
to His flock. Should you continue in rebellion, they have the authority to close the door of heaven through 
excommunication. Remember Jesus' words: "I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and 
whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in 
heaven" (Matt. 16:19). As shepherds are to sheep, so are elders to you. Your elders should not be just 
someone you see once a week from distance.  

I was listening to a conversation among some pastors on a podcast. One pastor was talking about the issue 
of spousal abuse. Because his church was a sizable one, he was quite certain that, statistically speaking, his 
church could not be entirely free of it. Yet, in his 15-year or so ministry at the church, he's never had to deal 
with it. And he was wondering why. I don't remember all the details of the conversation. But their 
conclusion was this, and I think it is a pretty accurate one: most of the people don't feel comfortable enough 
to talk about such a painful and shameful issue with their elders because they don't know their elders well 
enough. How tragic! 

We don't want that happening, especially in a small church like ours, do we? One of the benefits and 
strengths of small churches like ours is the opportunity for deep, intimate interpersonal relationships--not 
just with one another but also, and especially, with our elders. We have the advantage of our Sunday lunch 
fellowship, during which you can get to know your elders better on a personal level. We have home groups, 
most of which are headed by elders. Let's not take these things for granted. There are churches where 
members don't even know who the elders are and it's rare for a member to meet his pastor one on one, face 
to face. What's worse, even the pastor and the elders don't know who the members are! 

Let us strive to maximize the opportunities we have as a small congregation! I can tell you that your elders 
would love to get to know you better. Don't think you are bothering them with your problems. Your elders 



would consider it a great privilege to have you come and share your concerns and prayer requests with 
them so they can pray with you and for you. They will not look down on you for your struggles and 
questions. God has taught them how sinful they are themselves, how they cannot be the first to pick up the 
stones of judgment and condemnation. We want our church to be a safe place where we are not ashamed to 
share our struggles because we all know that we are all sinners, including the elders and pastors, with our 
own struggles.  

I hope you would strive to get to know our elders, not just in official settings but also in personal settings, 
as your elders strive to get to know you better. Let us not fall into the easy trap of complaining that things 
are not perfect. Let us strive to make things right as we see problems and issues in our church! Whatever 
you discover is lacking or not right in our church is what God wants us to work on!  

Christ cares for you, more deeply than we can imagine. His death on the cross demonstrates to us that He 
would rather die than to live without us. And when He rose again from the dead, having conquered our sin 
and death, He ascended into heaven as a triumphant King. In His victory parade, as it were, He bestowed 
upon His people His gifts according to the bountiful riches of His grace. And He gave to His church the gift 
of elders (and deacons) along with His Word and His Spirit. Though imperfect and sinful, full of 
weaknesses and shortcomings, our elders are Christ's gifts to our church, His instrument of taking care of 
His beloved people, His under shepherds. May the Lord bless you richly to tangibly experience His care for 
you through the ministry of our elders! Do not suffer alone. You don't have to struggle alone. Call for your 
elders to minister to you, to share your joys and sorrows with you, through your life's journey! What a 
blessing it is to have fathers and brothers in the faith, ready to come alongside you and aid you with the 
strength and wisdom of our true and perfect Elder, our Lord Jesus Christ! 
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