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	To define elder properly, one must begin with several basic questions:  What is an office?  What is a ministry?  What is unique to the office of elder?  What authority resides in the office of elder?  How does the authority in the office of elder relate to a pattern of congregational authority?


	First, we must define office, especially as distinct from ministry.  It is a position of responsibility and authority, a trust or duty assigned by the church to a person to be performed for the common good.�  It has a permanence which extends beyond the tenure of the person holding the office.  Because of holding an office, a person has the responsi�bility and the authority to carry out the specific stewardship associated with that office.  An example is a police officer.  The office carries the responsi�bility, authority and trust to guard and protect the citizens of the society.  The officer has a badge to signify the office and a gun to enforce it.  


	Modern churches have many offices in their organization charts.  In addition to the biblical offices of elder and deacon, we routinely appoint people to such offices as Sunday school super�intendent, treasurer, worship leader, music director, head usher or admin�istrative assistant.  All these offices come with responsibility and authori�ty, duties and stewardship to which the congregation selects and appoints people and charges them to carry out the responsibilities of the office.  While the biblical offices of elder and deacon will be present in all churches, these extra-biblical offices may or may not be present in any specific church.  The silence of the Bible in such areas gives freedom to develop the organization of the church in ways which meet the needs of the church within the limits of the biblically mandated nature and purpose of the church.


	In contrast, a ministry is any function carried out by any believer which aids the church in meeting its goals or fulfilling its pur�pose.  Some minis�tries focus on fulfilling tasks while others enhance the group's interpersonal relationships, enabling it to function as an effective social unit.�  Ministries flow directly from gifts given by the Spirit to equip the church to carry out its commission.  Every believer in the congregation is gifted for ministry in Jesus' name.  Examples of ministries include visit�ing the elderly, teaching Sunday school, witnessing, or discipling a new believer.  


	Baptists are congregationalists, a spiritual democracy at work.�  The congregation is directly accountable to the ultimate authority in the church, the Lord Jesus Christ and His Word.  Since every church is endowed with the gifts of the Spirit necessary for its life and ministry, the authority for that church is placed in the membership itself, functioning as believer-priests before God.  Authority is not resident in members as individuals, but in the body as a whole.  No person or small group of persons in the church, nor any external body can impose decisions upon the congregation.  Every person, both male and female, votes to elect leadership, to determine the manner of worship, to adopt programs for ministry, to enter into association with other churches of like faith and practice for carrying out God's mission to the whole earth.


	The congregation, following practices described in the Bible, assigns responsibilities to officers of the church.  Following the pattern of Acts 6, the congregation selects people for these offices, and holds them accountable for the responsibilities of the office.  As they serve well and maintain the spiritual qualifications for the office, they are affirmed in the office.  Leaders of the church have no more ecclesiastical authority than any other member.  Their basic role is to lead the church in wise decision making.  


	Our fourth issue, the definition of elder, is the most critical for the purpose of this study.  The Bible describes the office of elder or overseer� as the highest office in a local church, charged with the respon�si�bility of oversight of the doctrinal soundness and spiritual health of the church.  The duties of elders revolve around two major areas of respon�sibili�ty:  pastoral care, including equip�ping for ministry and over�sight of the services of the church, and guiding and guarding the teaching of the church.�  


	First, elders exercise pastoral care by keeping watch over the souls entrusted to them, giving account to God for the spiritual health of the congregation (Heb. 13:17).  They manage the church by taking care of the people (1 Tim. 3:5).  They tend, shepherd, or feed the flock (Acts 20:28), not by lording it over them, but by being exam�ples to them (1 Pet. 5:1-3).  They help the weak (Acts 20:35).  


	Their second area of responsibility includes guiding the teaching of the church, guard�ing it against error and false teaching.  Paul told Titus an elder must "hold 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 contra�dict" (Tit. 1:9).  Elders who guide well, will guard well.  Proper guidance will give foundation for recognizing error.  Guarding moves the people from error toward truth.  


	Elders exercise administrative oversight (proistemi, literally stand before) the church.  This oversight empha�sizes their role in preach�ing and teaching (1 Tim. 5:17).  They labor diligently among the members of the congrega�tion, having charge over them and giving them instruc�tion (1 Thess. 5:12).  The congregation is to appreciate (1 Thess. 5:12), honor (1 Tim. 5:17) and obey and submit to (Heb. 13:17) elders who serve well.  Part of the elders' respon�si�bility is passing on the teaching to other men able to be elders (1 Tim. 4:14)� and other faithful ones who are able to instruct others (2 Tim. 2:2).�  This task of in�struc�tion re�quires that the elder faithfully pass on the teaching received from the apostles who received their teaching from the Lord.  They do not pass on the teaching word for word, but interpret and apply it (cf. 2 Tim. 1:13-14), keeping it safe from distortion and corruption at the hands of others.  


	In the Ephesians elders' retreat, Paul focused on the guard�ing responsibili�ty of elders:  "Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you over�seers, to shepherd the church of God which He has purchased with His own blood" (Acts 20:28).  He warned the elders against the savage wolves who will teach per�verse things, trying to draw the people away from the truth.  This picture reminds us of the Good Shep�herd who has given His all for the sheep (John 10).  


	It is our contention that what is unique to the office of elder is not so much the ministry roles they fulfill, but the responsibility and authority for overseeing the ministry in the church.  It is the elders who have final responsibility for testing the teaching of the church against the deposit received from the apostles.  They have the responsibility to see that the congregation is being cared for.  While they perform many of the ministry roles associated with the care and instruction of the people, those roles are not unique to the elders.  Elders are to equip the congregation, but all members of the body are to use their gift to build up the body (Eph. 4:12-16).  Elders are to care for the church, but everyone is to care for one another (1 Cor. 12:25).  Elders have the responsibility to see that all persons properly use their gifts in ministry.  


	The Second London Confession (1677) expresses this distinc�tion in relation to preaching:


	Although it be incumbent on the Bishops or Pastors of the Churches to be instant in Preaching the Word, by way of Office; yet the work of Preaching the Word, is not so pecu�liarly confined to them; but that others also gifted, and fitted by the Holy Spirit for it, and approved, and called by the Church, may and ought to perform it (XXVI, Section 11).  


The difference between office and ministry is clear in this foundational document of the Baptists.  


	Teaching is a particularly significant example where a ministry central to eldership is not limited to elders.  Elders must be able to teach (1 Tim. 3:2) and labor diligently in preach�ing and teach�ing (1 Tim. 5:14).  In this regard Paul urges Timothy as an elder to teach diligently (cf. 1 Tim. 4:11, 13; 5:7; 6:2, etc.)  However, teaching is a gift given without any link to the office of elder or to gender (Rom. 12:7; 1 Cor. 12:28).  Many others along with Paul taught the Word of the Lord in Antioch (Acts 15:35).  Priscilla and Aquilla in�structed Apollos (Acts 18:26).  The contribution to the church meetings, which include psalms, teachings, revelations, tongues and inter�preta�tions, cannot be limited to elders (1 Cor. 14:26).  People in general who are filled with the Spirit, in whom the Word of Christ dwells richly, teach and admonish one another (Col. 3:16; cf. Eph. 5:18-19).  Older women show younger women how to live as Christians in their homes (Titus 2:4-5).  


	Anyone who attempts to limit teaching to elders� will stumble on these sorts of passages.  Teaching is not so limited.  What is limited is the official responsibility and authority to ensure that the teaching that is done is in accord with the teaching received from the apostles, the deposit which comes to us in Scripture.  The elders carry the overwhelming burden of responsi�bility for the correct�ness of the analysis of a scriptur�al passage, the principles derived, the applications made, the judgments made in the assembly.  They also carry the authority necessary to carry out that respon�sibil�ity including the authori�ty to appoint or admon�ish, to encour�age or silence.  


	How does this apply today?  In considering the question of women's roles in ministry we� have come to the conclusion that the church ought encourage women to participate fully in any ministry open to any other non-elder for which they have the requisite gifting and qualifications.  The one office which is not open to women nor to most men is the office of elder.  


	We do not see any specific minis�try role limited to elders.  It is in this context that we believe that ministry is not gender specific while the office of elder is.  We do not see that any gift or any specific ministry would be closed to a woman on the basis of her gender alone.  


	However, wisdom suggests that some ministry roles in the church ought be regular�ly filled by elders.  For example, we believe that the central teaching position should be regular�ly held by elders since that aspect is so central to the office of elder.  Thus the pulpit ministry should be carried out by elders on a normal basis though this would not rule out occasional sermons by non-elders.  Wherever non-elders carry out this key teaching role, it would be done under the close guidance of the elders.  


	The responsibility and authority for the care of the congre�gation and the guarding of the teaching of the church is unique to elders.  Defining the office by certain functions distracts from the genius of the office and distorts the issue.  Defining it in terms of the responsibility and authority connected with it will clarify not only what an elder is, but who can occupy the office.  Distinguishing between office and ministry will guard the one while keeping the other open.  With wise application of this principle, we will be faithful to the patterns of the New Testament.  We can maintain the biblical limitation of elder to qualified men while following the openness to ministry to gifted persons, whatever their gender.


    �This follows the standard definition.  See the Random House Dic�tionary of the English Language:  Second Edition, Unabridged, p. 1344.


    �A. Duane Litfin, "The Leader as Completer," Bibliotheca Sacra 139 (1982) 57-66.


    �Good discussions of congregational polity can be found in Bruce Shelley, What Baptists Believe (Wheaton:  C. B. Press, 1973), pp. 51-60, Robert Saucy, The Church in God's Program (Chicago:  Moody Press, 1972), pp. 98-165, and Millard Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids:  Baker, 1985), pp. 1078-1087.


    �It is generally agreed among Protestants that the Bible uses the terms elders and overseers as different ways of refer�ring to the same office.  Pastoring, by contrast, is a ministry which elders and others do.  The name, Pastor, has come to be associated with the office of elder.  The name given the office is not critical as indicated by Paul's varied terminology.  However, this must not be allowed to obscure the difference between office and ministry or limit pastoring to elders.


    �These are rather standard categories.  For a good discus�sion, see Leonard Hillstrom, The New Testament Teaching on Church Elders, (Th.D. Dissertation, Grace Theological Seminary, 1980), especially pp. 152-161.  Another standard discussion is found in Maring and Hudson, A Baptist Manual of Polity and Practice (Valley Forge:  Judson Press, 1964), pp. 96-99.


    �We believe the selection of person to fill an office is done by the congregation over whom they have the responsibility and authority, a process guided by the elders.  After the congre�ga�tion selects the person, the elders appoint or ordain the person to that office.  This is the pattern outlined in full in Deuter�onomy 1:9-15 and Acts 6:1-7.  Here in 1 Timothy and in Acts 14:23 Paul points out only the elder's role in the process.


    �The term anthropois could be understood to be either faith�ful persons or faithful men.  If the context is elders, it would limit the term to males.  While this passage does not specifical�ly say those who are to be entrusted with the teaching are elders, it is consis�tent with the pattern of the nature of the pastoral letters where the sequence Christ to Paul to Timothy is central (cf. I Cor. 11:23; 15:1).


    �Wayne Grudem approaches this position in his article "Pro�ph�ecy -- Yes, But Teaching -- No," JETS 30 (1987) 11-24.


    �"We" is the committee at Western Seminary.  Up to this point, we have spoken from the biblical data without taking a specific position on women in ministry.  From this point on, we speak from the moder�ate posi�tion on women in ministry.  The specific applications are meant only to be illus�trative of the difference between ministry and office.
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