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Lesson 4 - Elders: How has God organized His Church to guide us and care for us? 

Intro  

- We discussed last week the responsibilities of a pastor to care for God’s sheep by 

feeding them with Christ through the Word.  And while this is not the pastor’s only duty, 

it is without a doubt his most important.  

- However a pastor is also an elder and so we will look this week at the responsibilities 

and qualifications of an elder to understand both the part of a pastor’s job as well as the 

duties of elders in general.  

- It is important that we understand this so that we move forward together we can have 

biblical and reasonable expectations of the care that God want His sheep to receive.  

The Qualifications of an Elder 

- We divide the office of elder into two: Ruling elders and teaching elders (pastors).  

- Everything said here of ruling elders is also true of the teaching elder.  Both have this 

level of authority and both must meet these qualifications.  

1 Timothy 3:1-7   
Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he 
desires a noble task.  2 Now the overseer must be above reproach, the husband of 
but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach,  3 
not given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of 
money.  4 He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him 
with proper respect.  5 (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, 
how can he take care of God's church?)  6 He must not be a recent convert, or he 
may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil.  7 He must 
also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and 
into the devil's trap. 
 
Titus 1:5-9    
5 The reason I left you in Crete was that you might straighten out what was left 
unfinished and appoint elders in every town, as I directed you. 6An elder must be 
blameless, the husband of but one wife, a man whose children believe and are not 
open to the charge of being wild and disobedient.  7 Since an overseer is entrusted 
with God's work, he must be blameless-- not overbearing, not quick-tempered, not 
given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest gain.  8 Rather he must be 
hospitable, one who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, upright, holy and 
disciplined.  9 He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, 
so that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it. 
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- The governing and instruction of the church is entrusted into the hands of 

elders/overseers and thus explains why it is so crucial for them to be men who know the 

Word and have a desire to be shepherds for God’s people.   

- Without them caring for the sheep, too much falls into the hands of the pastor who can 

then no longer function as He should, both in care and in preaching.  

- This is such an important thing to see!   

o In many American churches, the pastors do what the elders should be doing, the 

elders do what the deacons should be doing, and the deacons do what 

maintenance staff should be doing.  

o As a result, the preaching is very poor, the congregational care is worse, and the 

entire body suffers greatly (through they often cannot pinpoint why) 

- But when the elders work together  to shepherd and care for God’s people alongside 

the pastor, then we see the Body of Christ working together as God has gifted and 

empowered them.  

- Thus elders are not simply to be consumed with business decisions and policy 

adjustments (though sometimes those are good and necessary things).  They are mainly 

to be shepherds caring for the flock of the Chief Shepherd: 

1Peter 5:1-4  
To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ's sufferings 
and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed:  2 Be shepherds of God's 
flock that is under your care, serving as overseers--not because you must, but 
because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to 
serve;  3 not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.  
4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will 
never fade away. 

 
- So why all the qualifications above? Because caring for God’s sheep involves being able 

to guide them in the Word, having compassion on them, and a leading them in a way 

that most often involves serving them.  

The Responsibilities of an Elder 

- Thus there are significant responsibilities that God calls elders to perform and while 

there are not long elder “to do” lists in Scripture, we can see from the qualifications 

what kinds of things God has commissioned them to do for His sheep.  

- Sadly, as with many Christian doctrines and practices, saints of old did a far better job 

than we do in our materialistic, selfish and entitled culture. 
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- Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635 –1711) breaks this down into five duties that all elders must 

fulfill: 

1. The primary task of elders is to “Take heed...to all the flock” and “to feed the 
church of God”.  This means that they must endeavor to keep the congregation 
together, to return those to the flock who have strayed, and to be watchful 
against wolves who come from without to create unrest among the members 
with false doctrine.1 

 
2. Secondly, they must particularly give heed to the walk of each member. 2 
 
3. Thirdly, he must instruct the ignorant, for this is everyone’s duty “teaching and 

admonishing one another” (Col 3:16).  This is therefore much more true for an 
elder.  This is unquestionably the task of ministers [pastors].  Whatever a 
minster does outside of preaching, however, is also the duty of elders for 
together they bear the title of elder.3 

 
4. Fourthly, he must exhort, rebuke and comfort, for …  it is the duty of every 

member.  “But exhort one another daily” (Heb 3:13); “Warn them that are 
unruly, comfort the feebleminded, support the weak, be patient toward all 
men” (1 Thes. 5:14.  This is therefore much more the duty of elders.4    

 
5. Fifthly, he must visit the sick, widows and orphans, and all others who have 

some particular trial.5 
 

- And as recently as 100 years ago there were still wonderful examples of shepherding 

and care given my elders to God’s people: 

David Dickson (a late 19th century Scottish Presbyterian minister) 
Our people know well the necessity and usefulness of the office of the eldership. All 
over Scotland there is a happy prejudice in favor of an elder’s visit. No elder could 
ever say that they did not welcome his visits. The houses and hearts of the people 
are ever open to those whom they have called to the office.6 
 
John S. Watkins on the Duties of an Elder (1895) 

                                                 
1 Wilhelmus à Brakel, The Christian's Reasonable Service, 4 vols., trans. Bartel Elshout, (Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria 
Publications, 1992-1995), vol.2, 146.  
 
2 Ibid. 
 
3 Ibid., 147. 
 
4 Ibid., 148.  
 
5 Ibid. 
 
6 David Dickson, The Elder and His Work (Philadelphia, 1883; repr. Dallas, TX: Presbyterian Heritage, 1990), 4. [quoted 
in Philip G. Ryken, “Qualifications for Elders”] 
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It is especially incumbent upon elders to visit the sick, the afflicted, and the poor. "Is 
any sick among you, let them call for the elders of the church, and let them pray," 
etc. The elder, besides giving spiritual comfort, may sometimes find it in his power 
to render aid in temporal respects, or induce others to do so who have the ability. 
Our Saviour is here on earth represented in an especial manner by his sick, 
suffering, and needy children; and service rendered to them is service rendered to 
him: "I was sick, and ye visited them." The voice of the sick and the destitute is to 
the Christian the voice of Jesus. Their miseries are the miseries of Christ.  Surely the 
officers of Christ's church ought to be in tenderest sympathy with his suffering body. 
 
The afflicted as well as the sick have special claims upon their spiritual rulers. Many 
of the most precious promises of the Bible relate to afflictions. Our Saviour when on 
earth set us an example of tender sympathy for the sorrowing. "Pure religion and 
undefiled before God and the Father is this, to visit the fatherless and the widows in 
their affliction," etc. There are many who are willing to give liberally of their 
substance to a relief fund, but are not willing, like their Lord, to become "acquainted 
with grief." Benevolence enlarges and develops Christian character, but deep and 
tender personal sympathy with the suffering and the sorrowing is necessary to give 
completeness to character. The officers of the church must not only give money and 
advice, but they must visit. There is many a house of sorrow in which sympathy is 
worth more than gold.  
 
Many elders shrink from the duty of comforting the bereaved, and excuse 
themselves upon the ground of incompetency…. The obligation to visit and comfort 
the bereaved rests entirely too lightly upon most elders. This is regarded as a duty 
which the minister only can perform. But it is a great mistake. Times of sorrow, 
when God softens the hearts of his children by fatherly chastenings, furnish a grand 
opportunity for elders to endear themselves to their people and to strengthen 
Christian bonds. Any genuine expression of sympathy, any kindness shown, any help 
rendered, when the heart is raw under crushing grief, will leave its impress forever. 
No definite rules can be laid down for the guidance of those who visit the sick, the 
needy and the bereaved. The tact and delicacy and adaptation necessary to the 
most successful discharge of this duty are rather the fruit of deep piety and sincere 
sympathy than of social rules…. Love has deep insight, and is rich in invention.7 

 
Conclusion 

- So we examine these truths so that you can see what God expects of elders because 

that’s how much shepherding he thinks that we need as sheep. 

- We need to open ourselves up to this as in a manner similar to Peter needing to allow 

Christ to wash his feet.  

                                                 
7 John S. Watkins,  A Hand-Book for Ruling Elders (Richmond: Committee of Publication of the Southern 
Presbyterian Church, 1895). 
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- God knows that His sheep do not have what it takes to make it on their won and so He 

has graciously called and gifted elders to guide, protect, instruct, and care for you.  

- A pastor alone cannot provide the care that you need; God has designed His entire Body 

to support each other and one of the most important ways that this happens is through 

the care given by God’s shepherds, the elders.  

 


