
  

ELDER QUALIFICATIONS 

While there can be no doubt that Christ is the leader and builder of His church, we do see in 
scripture and in life the stability and success of a New Testament Church depends in great 
measure upon the strength and stability of its human leadership. This does not nullify the 
guiding ministry of the Holy Spirit or the active, enabling grace of God. These truths comfort 
and sustain us. However, the church as an organization, as established by our Lord and 
revealed in Scripture, requires responsible human leadership. The questions we must ask are 
how does one know who should lead and who should follow? What guidelines do we have in 
order to ensure that we are making the right choices? 

Interestingly, God has revealed the kind of man who is qualified to be an elder (shepherd or 
overseer). The remarkable observation is that the emphasis is upon mature character, not 
ability, popularity, power or promise. Simply stated, godliness is God’s standard for leadership. 
Whatever talents, leadership traits, and abilities an elder might possess is all well and good, 
but the bottom-line issue remains: “What kind of Christian character does he possess?” 

Two major passages give us a look at the character traits required of church Elders.  We 
recommend reviewing these passages which are 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1.  Church leadership 
requires special men. None of us are perfect, certainly not even the leadership of the church.  
However, an Elder is characterized as a man who is making progress in these various areas of 
personal life. Like Paul, he would readily admit, 

“Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press 
on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider 
myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and 
straining toward what is ahead...” (Phil. 3:12-13 NIV). 

We may also look to Philippians 2 and Galatians 5 as reference points for what to look for in a 
person who would make a good Elder. These passages call all of us to imitate Christ’s humility 
and demonstrate a life of maturity more frequently marked by the fruit of the Spirit.  Elders 
should be men whose Christian example we are willing to imitate and whose influence inspires 
us toward greater dependence upon God and greater love for others. 

May the Lord guide us in recognizing such men to lead us in the church. Let us consider the 
importance of the task and trust God to enable us to seek out and confirm our elders. 

Sincerely,  

The Elders of Grace Fellowship Kingsport 



  
Nature and Function of an Elder 

What is the task of the elder? Fortunately, the Scripture is not silent concerning 
the specified functions that characterize the nature of the office of Elder. Note as 
well, these are shared areas of ministry functions. 

. 1)  To oversee or rule well (I Thess. 5:12; I Tim. 3:1;  
I Tim. 5:17; Heb. 13:17) The first function of an elder is to direct the affairs of 
the church (cf. I Tim. 5:17 NIV). In a mutual-ministry approach, the shared 
responsibility of elder rule will minimize individual weaknesses and maximize 
strengths. Therefore, the proper administration of the church rests with the 
elders. The Board may choose to delegate their responsibilities to the church 
staff, but the authority for the leadership of the church lies with the elders.  

. 2)  To shepherd the flock of God (Acts 20:28; I Pet. 5:2) A major function of elders 
is to shepherd the church. “Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your 
care ...” 
(I Peter 5:2a NIV). The imagery of shepherding suggests tender care, protection 
and feeding. These principles lie at the heart of the shepherd-minister who 
would serve as an elder. They form a Biblical framework for effective ministry.  

. 3)  To be an example (I Pet. 5:3-5; Heb. 13:7) In emphasizing this point, the writer of 
Hebrews noted the function in this way. “Remember your leaders, who spoke 
the word of God to you. Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate 
their faith” (Heb. 13:7 NIV). Elders cannot lead further into spiritual things than 
they have personally gone. Each elder within God’s church must have the 
attitude of the Apostle Paul. “Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ.”   (I 
Cor. 11:1).  

. 4)  To guard right doctrine (I Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:9) A critical ingredient to effective 
overseeing is the elder’s command of Scripture. He is to be one who is “holding 
fast the faithful word which is in accordance with the teaching, that he may be 
able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict” (Titus 
1:9). Doctrinal purity is a prerequisite to spiritual health and vitality. Elders are 
charged with the task of maintaining the church on solid, biblical ground.  



  

Nature and Function of an Elder Continued 

5)  To confront and initiate discipline when necessary (Matt. 18:15-20; Gal. 6:1-2; 
2 Thess. 3:14-15; see also  
I Thess. 5:12) If the tasks of careful oversight and doctrinal purity are taken 
seriously, then a proper administration of church discipline will naturally follow. 
Spiritual discipline is never easy but it is commanded. The elders must assume their 
responsibility for the care of the church. No wonder, then, that the local body of 
believers is encouraged in the following way. “Obey your leaders and submit to 
them; for they keep watch over your souls, as those who will give an account. Let 
them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be unprofitable for 
you” (Heb. 13:17).  

6) To minister to the sick (or weak) and needy (Jas. 5:14-15: I Tim. 5:3-16; 
compare also God’s concern for the needy in Ps. 12:5; 69:33; et al.; see also 
“hospitable” in I Tim. 3:2 and Titus 1:8). A part of the elders’ responsibility is to 
shepherd those in need. While there is debate as to whether the “sick” of James 5 
are physically sick or spiritually weak, one definite principle is sure. The elders are 
to evidence their concern for those who are in need by faithful prayer. For certain, 
an elder’s ministry reaches out to those in need.  

7) To appoint and commission leadership 
(I Tim. 5:22; I Tim. 4:14; compare with Eph. 4:11-12ff)  
As elders oversee and shepherd the church, they will, of necessity, be equipping 
the saints for the work of the ministry. Not only do elders care for the 
administrative organization of the church, but they are responsible  
for the raising up of new leadership as well. Such an ongoing task requires the 
utmost spiritual discernment and care.  

Summary: Thus, we have seen that the office of church leadership at Grace Fellowship 
is that of elder. Although the New Testament is flexible and uses interchangeably 
elder, overseer and shepherd, the best description of the office is elder. Therefore, 
Grace Fellowship has a Board of Elders. Additionally, we have noted the necessity for 
a plurality of elders. Our biblical conviction is that the Bible supports mutuality of 
ministry and plurality of leadership. Seven specific ministry functions were also 
suggested. Each was stated and briefly defined. These biblical functions instruct the 
elder as to the type of ministry he is to have.  




