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The Biblical Basis of Ecclesiastical Supervision 

for the Tenth Annual ACELC Free Conference: 

“Christ For Us: Ecclesiastical Supervision” 

 

“Ecclesiastical supervision? That sure sounds like something some church bureaucrat devised to 

give himself some sense of importance. Who does he think he is? What makes him think I need 

supervising?” 

Back in 2013, when the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod in convention changed the 

nomenclature of “circuit counselor” back to “circuit visitor,” one of the main rationales given for 

the change was that circuit visitors ought to be visiting the parishes in their circuit. In addition, it 

was explained that such visitation ought to be, at least in part, for the sake of ecclesiastical 

supervision within the circuits. It was then that I heard several comments similar to that one with 

which I opened. And these comments came from guys who are on “our side” whatever that 

means. I don’t know if it is because we are Americans—and therefore fiercely independent—or 

if it is simply because we are sinners—and therefore completely curved in upon ourselves—but 

there seems to be an innate aversion amongst our pastors to the concept and practice of 

ecclesiastical supervision. At the very least, I think we can observe that in many corners of our 

synod, in practice, visitation and ecclesiastical supervision simply are not a thing. 

Today, we will explore some of the Biblical foundations of ecclesiastical supervision. Rooted in 

our Lord Jesus Christ, Himself, and His relationship to His Apostles, the pattern of ecclesiastical 

supervision continues throughout the apostolic church. We will see that ecclesiastical supervision 

is just what the church does as she strives to “guard the good deposit entrusted to [her]” 

(2 Timothy 1:14). 

First, I have to give credit where credit is due. Originally, the Reverend Terry Forke, president of 

the Montana District of the LCMS, was scheduled for this portion of the conference, but then 

COVID happened, the conference got rescheduled, President Forke was unavailable, and now 

you are stuck not with the ‘B-Team’ or even the ‘C’ or ‘D-Team,’ but somewhere in the 

neighborhood of the ‘Q-Team.’ What follows is basically my ham-handed attempt at 

reorganizing and representing what President Forke presented at a Puget Sound Pastors’ 

Conference a few years ago. 

As we survey the Biblical passages which describe for us the New Testament Church, we see 

that although there is no prescriptive evidence for a particular system of ecclesiastical 

supervision (i.e. the Bible doesn’t tell us exactly how the church must implement ecclesiastical 

supervision), there certainly is ample descriptive evidence of a system of ecclesiastical 

supervision (i.e. the Bible does tell us that ecclesiastical supervision occurred and tells us a little 

something of how it was implemented). 

The Biblical record recognizes a supervisory authority. It might be surprising that it needs to be 

said, but Jesus supervised His apostles before, and after He sent them out. 
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And he called to him his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast 

them out, and to heal every disease and every affliction. 2 The names of the twelve apostles are 

these: first, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebedee, and 

John his brother; 3 Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James the 

son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; 4 Simon the Zealot, and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him. 
5 These twelve Jesus sent out, instructing them, “Go nowhere among the Gentiles and enter no 

town of the Samaritans, Matthew 10:1–5 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

The authority the apostles possess is not their own. Jesus gives them His authority, and when He 

does, He supervises them. He instructs them as to how they should exercise His authority at this 

time and place. 

18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 
19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 

of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. 

And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Matthew 28:18–20 (ESV) (Emphasis 

added) 

Again, we see Jesus sending His apostles with His authority and giving them fairly specific 

instructions on how they will carry out His ministry—baptizing and teaching. And the promise to 

be with them to the end of the age entails, at least in part, a supervision. Consider His words to 

them on Holy Thursday: 

25 “These things I have spoken to you while I am still with you. 26 But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, 

whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your 

remembrance all that I have said to you.” John 14:25-26 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

26 “But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who 

proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about me. 27 And you also will bear witness, 

because you have been with me from the beginning.” John 15:26-27 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

13 When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his 

own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are 

to come. John 16:13 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

Jesus’ presence with His apostles by the Holy Spirit brings with it a measure of supervision as 

the Holy Spirit teaches them and causes them to remember Jesus’ own instruction. The Holy 

Spirit bears witness to Jesus and guides the apostles into all truth. And it is all based in the 

authority of Jesus. By the Holy Spirit, Jesus supervises His apostles. And by the Holy Spirit, the 

apostles record for the Church the Holy Scripture, the rule and norm for all supervision. 

17 The seventy-two returned with joy, saying, “Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your 

name!” 18 And he said to them, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. 19 Behold, I have 

given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and 

nothing shall hurt you. 20 Nevertheless, do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, 

but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.” Luke 10:17–20 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 



Page 3 of 8 

When the seventy-two, return from being sent, they report to Jesus, and Jesus supervises them. 

19 On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being locked where the 

disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, “Peace 

be with you.” 20 When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the 

disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As 

the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.” 22 And when he had said this, he breathed on 

them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, they are 

forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.” John 20:19–23 (ESV) 

(Emphasis added) 

Once more, we see Jesus sending the apostles and instructing them in the way they will carry out 

His ministry. 

The supervision Jesus gave His apostles seems to have then translated to a practice of 

supervision among the apostles and into the apostolic church. 

In Acts, we see that Paul is brought before the apostles essentially for examination and approval 

and also direction in mission as they send him to Tarsus. 

26 And when he had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the disciples. And they were all 

afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a disciple. 27 But Barnabas took him and 

brought him to the apostles and declared to them how on the road he had seen the Lord, who 

spoke to him, and how at Damascus he had preached boldly in the name of Jesus. 28 So he went 

in and out among them at Jerusalem, preaching boldly in the name of the Lord. 29 And he spoke 

and disputed against the Hellenists. But they were seeking to kill him. 30 And when the brothers 

learned this, they brought him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus. Acts 9:26–30 (ESV) 

(Emphasis added) 

Barnabas was sent on a fact-finding mission to investigate what had occurred with the 

proclamation of the Gospel to the Hellenists in Antioch. 

19 Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that arose over Stephen traveled as 

far as Phoenicia and Cyprus and Antioch, speaking the word to no one except Jews. 20 But there 

were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who on coming to Antioch spoke to the Hellenists 

also, preaching the Lord Jesus. 21 And the hand of the Lord was with them, and a great number 

who believed turned to the Lord. 22 The report of this came to the ears of the church in 

Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 23 When he came and saw the grace of God, he 

was glad, and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose, 24 for he 

was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And a great many people were added to the 

Lord. 25 So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 and when he had found him, he brought 

him to Antioch. For a whole year they met with the church and taught a great many people. And 

in Antioch the disciples were first called Christians. Acts 11:19–26 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

When dissention arose, Paul and Barnabas were sent to the Apostles for their guidance 

(supervision) on the matter. 
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But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are 

circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 2 And after Paul and 

Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the 

others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question. 

Acts 15:1–2 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

And James pronounces judgment. 

13 After they finished speaking, James replied, “Brothers, listen to me. 14 Simeon has related how 

God first visited the Gentiles, to take from them a people for his name. 15 And with this the words 

of the prophets agree, just as it is written, 16 “‘After this I will return, and I will rebuild the tent 

of David that has fallen; I will rebuild its ruins, and I will restore it, 17 that the remnant of 

mankind may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who are called by my name, says the Lord, who 

makes these things 18 known from of old.’ 19 Therefore my judgment is that we should not trouble 

those of the Gentiles who turn to God, 20 but should write to them to abstain from the things 

polluted by idols, and from sexual immorality, and from what has been strangled, and from 

blood. Acts 15:13–20 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

A little later, Paul proposes visitation. 

36 And after some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us return and visit the brothers in every city 

where we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how they are.” Acts 15:36 (ESV) (Emphasis 

added) 

One could say that the entire corpus of Paul’s epistles amounts to ecclesiastical supervision of 

the various congregations and pastors in the early Church. 

At a certain point, Paul reports to James on his activities and their results. 

17 When we had come to Jerusalem, the brothers received us gladly. 18 On the following day Paul 

went in with us to James, and all the elders were present. 19 After greeting them, he related one 

by one the things that God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry. 20 And when they 

heard it, they glorified God. Acts 21:17–20 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

In Galatians, Paul records how he both submitted to and challenged apostolic authority. 

Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, taking Titus along with 

me. 2 I went up because of a revelation and set before them (though privately before those who 

seemed influential) the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure I was 

not running or had not run in vain. Galatians (2:1-2 ESV) (Emphasis added) 

11 But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. 
12 For before certain men came from James, he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came 

he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. 13 And the rest of the Jews 

acted hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. 
14 But when I saw that their conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas 

before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force 

the Gentiles to live like Jews?” (Galatians 2:11-14) (Emphasis added) 
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Here we see the supervised also offers supervision on the basis of the Word of Christ. 

As Jesus had appointed His apostles, the apostles appointed men to be pastors in the churches. 

23 And when they 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 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

And Paul tells Titus to appoint pastors at Crete. 

5 This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into order, and appoint 

elders in every town as I directed you— 6 if anyone is above reproach, the husband of one wife, 

and his children are believers and not open to the charge of debauchery or insubordination. 
7 For an overseer, as God’s steward, must be above reproach. He must not be arrogant or quick-

tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for gain, 8 but hospitable, a lover of good, self-

controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. 9 He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, 

so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who 

contradict it. Titus 1:5–9 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

Paul’s mention of qualifications for pastors assumes a supervisory relationship. 

The apostle John claims supervisory authority. 

9 I have written something to the church, but Diotrephes, who likes to put himself first, does not 

acknowledge our authority. 10 So if I come, I will bring up what he is doing, talking wicked 

nonsense against us. And not content with that, he refuses to welcome the brothers, and also 

stops those who want to and puts them out of the church. 3 John 9–10 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

The apostle Peter exhorts pastors. 

So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as 

well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: 2 shepherd the flock of God that is 

among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; 

not for shameful gain, but eagerly; 3 not domineering over those in your charge, but being 

examples to the flock. 4 And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading 

crown of glory. 1 Peter 5:1–4 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

Paul recognizes Timothy’s authority to hear charges against pastors. 

Do not admit a charge against an elder except on the evidence of two or three witnesses. 

1 Timothy 5:19 (ESV) 

In all these things, from Jesus’ sending of His apostles, to the apostles sending others, to the 

appointing of pastors, we can observe a recognized supervisory authority flowing from Jesus to 

the apostles to pastors. 

Many of the above passages hint at the purpose of such supervisory authority. In his instructions 

to Timothy and Titus, Paul makes it explicitly clear that the purpose of such authority is the 

supervision of doctrine and life. 
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3 As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus so that you may charge 

certain persons not to teach any different doctrine, 4 nor to devote themselves to myths and 

endless genealogies, which promote speculations rather than the stewardship from God that is 

by faith. 1 Timothy 1:3–4 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

Teach and urge these things. 3 If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the 

sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness, 4 he is puffed 

up with conceit and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy craving for controversy and for 

quarrels about words, which produce envy, dissension, slander, evil suspicions, 5 and constant 

friction among people who are depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, imagining that 

godliness is a means of gain. 1 Timothy 6:2–5 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

5 This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into order, and appoint 

elders in every town as I directed you— 6 if anyone is above reproach, the husband of one wife, 

and his children are believers and not open to the charge of debauchery or insubordination. 
7 For an overseer, as God’s steward, must be above reproach. He must not be arrogant or quick-

tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for gain, 8 but hospitable, a lover of good, self-

controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. 9 He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, 

so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who 

contradict it. Titus 1:5–9 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

One of the things to note from all the passages surveyed so far, is that the authority of 

ecclesiastical supervision is an authority based in and flowing from the Word of God—even the 

Word made flesh, Jesus. It stands to reason, therefore, that if one is going to supervise those who 

hold the Office of the Word, the supervisor must, himself, also inhabit the Office of the Word. 

As the goal of any holder of the Office of the Word ought to be rightly handling the word of 

truth—rightly dividing Law and Gospel—so also, we see from the Biblical record that 

ecclesiastical supervision also requires the proper application of both Law and Gospel. 

Jesus famously applies a harsh Word of Law to Peter when Peter tries to dissuade Jesus from His 

goal of the cross. 

21 From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many 

things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. 
22 And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “Far be it from you, Lord! This 

shall never happen to you.” 23 But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a 

hindrance to me. For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of 

man.” Matthew 16:21–23 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

So also, Paul gives a word of warning (a Word of the Law) to the elders at Ephesus. 

28 Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you 

overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. Acts 20:28 

(ESV) 
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As has been noted, Paul charged Timothy to judge the characteristics of men to see if they were 

fit for ministry. This judgment necessarily requires reference to the Law of God. 

The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble task. 
2 Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-

controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 1 Timothy 3:1–2 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

Paul informs Titus that he will be measured on the basis of both his behavior and his doctrine. 

Again, such measurement is necessarily a function of the Law. 

7 Show yourself in all respects to be a model of good works, and in your teaching show integrity, 

dignity, 8 and sound speech that cannot be condemned, so that an opponent may be put to shame, 

having nothing evil to say about us. Titus 2:7–8 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

As the Office of the Word is an office of both Law and Gospel, so also, the task of ecclesiastical 

supervision requires an application of Gospel when the Law has done its work. 

After the crowing rooster brought to Peter’s mind the Word of Jesus and that Word crushed 

Peter’s conscience on account of his betrayal of Jesus, gently restored Peter beginning with the 

word of the angel at the tomb: 7 But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before you to 

Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you.” Mark 16:7 (ESV) The angel singles out 

Peter to let him know that He is still “in” so to speak. And then, in Galilee, Jesus gently 

commissions Peter. 

15 When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love 

me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, 

“Feed my lambs.” 16 He said to him a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” He 

said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17 He said 

to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved because he said 

to him the third time, “Do you love me?” and he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you 

know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. 18 Truly, truly, I say to you, when you 

were young, you used to dress yourself and walk wherever you wanted, but when you are old, 

you will stretch out your hands, and another will dress you and carry you where you do not want 

to go.” 19 (This he said to show by what kind of death he was to glorify God.) And after saying 

this he said to him, “Follow me.” John 21:15–19 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

And as Paul had given a word of warning to the Ephesian elders, he also encourages them with 

the Gospel of God’s grace. 

32 And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up 

and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified. Acts 20:32 (ESV) 

Finally, as with all things in God’s Kingdom, an attitude of service is necessary for ecclesiastical 

supervision. Jesus constantly reorients His apostles to an attitude of service and humility. On 

multiple occasions, Jesus charges His apostles to be servants. 

24 And when the ten heard it, they were indignant at the two brothers. 25 But Jesus called them to 

him and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones 
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exercise authority over them. 26 It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among 

you must be your servant, 27 and whoever would be first among you must be your slave, 28 even 

as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

Matthew 20:24–28 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

12 When he had washed their feet and put on his outer garments and resumed his place, he said 

to them, “Do you understand what I have done to you? 13 You call me Teacher and Lord, and 

you are right, for so I am. 14 If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

ought to wash one another’s feet. 15 For I have given you an example, that you also should do 

just as I have done to you. 16 Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master, 

nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17 If you know these things, blessed are 

you if you do them. John 13:12–17 (ESV) (Emphasis added) 

Among the Biblical passages which touch on ecclesiastical supervision, there is no “Thou shalt 

supervise, and thou shalt supervise in this particular way.” But there is the example of 

supervision, the foundation being our Lord Jesus and His relationship to His sent ones. From this 

foundation, the church has fashioned various systems of ecclesiastical supervision. It is the task 

of our other presenters to show some of the ways the Church has practiced this ecclesiastical 

supervision through the ages as well as how the Church at various times and various places has 

conceptualized the concept of ecclesiastical supervision. 

I believe President Forke would argue that actual visitation—visiting pastors and visiting 

parishes with the goal of knowing them well—is the most appropriate and effective means of 

ecclesiastical supervision. Visitation for the sake of ecclesiastical supervision takes regular effort 

over a length of time. Just as it is easier to minister to the flock one knows, so it is easier to 

supervise the congregations and pastors one knows. I think that it would be accurate to say that 

President Forke sees the role of ecclesiastical supervisor in terms of a close correlation to 

pastoral ministry. The ecclesiastical supervisor functions best when he functions, in a sense, as a 

pastor to pastors and a pastor to congregations. 

By way of summary, the Biblical evidence seems to show that while there is no prescriptive 

evidence for a system of ecclesiastical supervision in the Scripture, there is certainly ample 

descriptive evidence of a system of ecclesiastical supervision in the Scripture. And such a system 

seems to be expected for the sake of pure doctrine and holy life of those who proclaim the 

Gospel. Additionally, the ecclesiastical supervisor must inhabit the Office of the Word. Law and 

Gospel each have a place in the exercise of ecclesiastical supervision, and an attitude of service 

is required of those who exercise ecclesiastical supervision. And finally, the Church has the 

freedom to establish a system of ecclesiastical supervision as it sees fit for the sake of the 

proclamation of the Gospel. 

God grant that it be so among us. 

Thank you. 

The Rev. Daniel Freeman 

St. James the Elder, Apostle, A.D. 2021 


