The Role of the Elders at The Gathering 

August 2007
1.  History

God has always provided leadership for his people.  The office of “elder” can be traced through the Old Testament as far back as Moses, in approximately 1400 BC (Exodus 3:16; 2 Samuel 17:4; Ezra 5:5 – NIV).  This office continued among the Jewish people through to the time of Christ (Matthew 16:21).  As the former rabbi, the Apostle Paul, established churches throughout the Mediterranean world, he used the model of “elders” from the synagogue when teaching church leadership to Jewish followers of Christ.  With Gentile followers, he used the Greek terms of “overseer” and “shepherd”.  

2.  Definition of “elder” 
A.  The word “elder”
The word “elder,” which we use for church leaders at The Gathering, comes from those cross-cultural churches which thrived almost 2000 years ago around the Mediterranean Sea in Greek, Latin, and Jewish cultures. 

The Greek word episkopḗ includes in its meanings in the LXX (the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament) the sense of “visitation”.  It is used of God visiting his people either in divine judgment (Numbers 16.29; Deuteronomy 28.25) or in mercy and grace (Gen 50:24-25; Isaiah 23:16-17).  However, episkopḗ can also mean “office” or “position”, ranging in meaning from more general “oversight” to official responsibility (Numbers 4:16; and Psalm 109:8, where the Hebrew may mean “goods,” but the LXX, followed by Acts 1:20, has episkopḗ in the sense of “office”).
  

In the New Testament, the Greek word episkopē, meaning “oversight,” conveyed the notion of inspection and accountability.  Someone who had the oversight was known as an episkopos, an “overseer”.  In 1 Peter 2:25, Christ is called the shepherd and epískopos of our souls.  Supplementing shepherd, the term suggests the pastoral work of watching over or guarding.   The term “elder” was associated with other groups of people, too.  The author of the book of Acts (20:17, 28) connects the term with a group of people associated with a specific church. The title “elder” is distinguished from the term “deacon” in Philippians 1:1. 

As churches were established in the apostolic tradition, elders were appointed to continue the pastoral care and teaching ministry in each local church. The elders had the ultimate responsibility for the oversight of that particular church body and the shepherding of its members.

B.  Historical development: 
Ignatius of Antioch, martyred in 117 AD, was a pupil of the Apostle John.  He was the second or third bishop (episkopos) of the church in Antioch, Syria.  He taught that the church is a community of believers gathered around a single local bishop, who is helped in his ministry by elders (presbyters) and deacons.
  
Hence, within a generation of the Apostle John, it would appear that the model of church being used in Antioch was that of an elder overseeing a house congregation and assisted by deacons (which, literally, in Greek means “servants”).  These elders gathered together in a council representing the church of Christ in Antioch.  From among these elders was appointed one who was episkopos (overseer) of the church in that city.  “Where the bishop is present, there let the congregation gather, just as where Jesus Christ is, there is the catholic (universal) Church.”  A century later, Irenaeus (who died in the last quarter of the second century) envisioned a communion of bishops (the plural of episkopos) who could all claim continuity with the teaching of the apostles.  He took the process one step further, locating the continuing source of apostolic authority in Rome, the city that had seen the martyrdom of the two greatest apostles, Peter and Paul.
 

As Gord Martin, president of Vision Ministries Canada, puts it, here is the irreducible minimum in the New Testament concerning church leadership: 
· there were leaders within the church, 
· and there were leaders between the churches.  
In this light, acknowledging that our model is influenced by the age and tradition in which we live, the leaders “within” The Gathering are 1) a team of elders who oversee the church; 2) aided in their role by our Church Advisory, who assist with financial, material, and legal issues.  We are accountable to leaders “between” churches, through our membership with Vision Ministries Canada (and, to a lesser degree, with the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada and the Canadian Council of Christian Charities).  
3.  Role of the elders

The role of elders in the New Testament passages is that of “spiritual overseers” or of shepherds of the flock. Elders fulfill the position of spiritual leadership and care-taking of the church. Elders have the overall responsibility of oversight and direction of the congregation. They are to seek in all matters the mind of Christ (who is the head of the Church) through the guidance of the Holy Spirit and the Word of God. They must be able to teach and exhort the church in sound doctrine and refute those who contradict the truth. They are to lead by example and provide instruction for the maintenance of healthy relationships within the church. They oversee the appointing of deacons and ministry leaders, as is necessary to accomplish the mission of the church.

4.  Qualifications (1 Timothy 3, 1 Peter 5:2-3)

The following list outlines the general qualifications put forward by the Apostle Paul.  The spirit of these qualifications isn’t to create unreasonable expectations but to seek out men and women who are growing in their relationship with Christ. At The Gathering, we view this list as indicators of people who are living for Christ.  We also realize that we all have areas that require development, periods in which we struggle, and points in our lives during which, praise God, we walk relatively free of challenges.  The reality of our human nature, in the process of transformation, means that we apply this list with grace and in a supportive manner: 


Above reproach: there are no outstanding issues in their lives that would lead to discrediting Christ, the church, or themselves.


“Husband of one wife” (if married): they are committed to a heterosexual relationship, and attached to one spouse; their focus is on growing the relationship with that spouse. If divorced, they did everything they could to try to salvage the relationship, have asked for forgiveness, and have forgiven their ex-mate. If divorced before coming to Christ, they have asked forgiveness of God and their ex-spouse for their contribution to the break-up.


Temperate: they are not given to drunkenness.

Respectable: they behave in a way that earns the respect of believers and non-believers.


Manage their family well: maintain respectful and loving relationships in their family.

See that their children obey them (if they have children).

Honest.

Keep hold of the truths of the Gospel: remain committed to the truths of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

Sincere: they speak their mind and don’t maintain double talk.


Tested: they have experience in life.
As they exercise spiritual leadership, elders: 

Exercise an attitude of service: elders serve the church; they don’t expect the church to serve them.


Are voluntary and eager in their service: elders don’t serve grudgingly.

Aren’t greedy: they serve Christ and the church, not money and gain.

Don’t act tyrannically; they serve lovingly.

View the church as Christ’s, and people as individuals entrusted to them by God.

Act as a team: they view themselves as a part of a group of individuals asked by God to exercise servant leadership.
5.  Duties of the elders at The Gathering
Elders at The Gathering oversee the spiritual direction of the congregation by:


Praying regularly for the church corporately and individually.

Ministering to the sick. 


Being alert to false teaching.

Teaching, encouraging, and admonishing members of the congregation.

Participating fully in the purposes of the church (“Passionate for God, growth, others”).  


Making themselves accountable to the eldership team.

Participating in eldership development through seminars, being mentored, retreats, courses, etc.


Meeting regularly and consistently with the eldership team.

Recognizing and supporting the work of God in other denominations.

Visibly leading or supporting ministry in the church.

Engaging in their role with the approval and support of the spouse, if married  


Keeping in confidentiality matters discussed in elders meetings.
6.  How elders work together

Elders are accountable:

To God (Hebrews 13:17).

To each other (Acts 20:28-30).

To the people they lead (I Timothy 5:19,20).
Elders are servants:

They must give themselves to God and his word (I Timothy 3; Titus 1).

They must give themselves to serve his people (I Peter 5:2).
Elders serve as a team with other elders:

Elders must regard each other as equals and complementary: having gifts that differ, yet all necessary.

Differences are to be expected.

No elders should speak or act in isolation from other elders with reference to congregational policy or matters of spiritual direction.

No elder should hold veto power over others, either by silence or through verbal domination.

"Preaching elders" must follow the guidance of the other elders as to the amount of preaching they do.

Elders should periodically evaluate themselves and each other as to their qualifications and performance.

Should a relative or close personal friend of one elder require reproof or discipline, that elder should remove him/herself from the discussion of such matter.
Elders must make decisions:

Decisions are to be made prayerfully, thoughtfully, courageously, with respect for the congregation and a commitment to unity.  They recognize that, on occasion, some decisions must be made even though the congregation isn’t in complete consensus.  


Conclusions and key decisions to be announced publicly are to be written and jointly approved by all elders.
7.  Elder accountability

Accusations or criticisms of an elder will be received according to 1 Timothy 5:22. If the elder is at fault, he/she shall be counseled by other elders with the hope of restoration (Galatians 6:1-2). In the case of sin, the elder will be removed from office and restored as a member of the congregation, if possible, according to Matthew 18:15-17.

Advisors to the elders

Proverbs 15:22 indicates clearly that “Plans go wrong for lack of advice; many counselors bring success.”  Occasionally, elders will turn collectively to others for insight and wisdom, be it their spouses, members of the congregation, or those outside Grace Chapel.  Such advisors do not have a formal position in Grace Bible Chapel; rather, their input, when sought, is recommended as a fundamental element of good decision-making. 
8.  How elders are appointed

The appointment and roles of the elders are clarified in The Gathering’s Constitution and By-laws… 
CONSTITUTION, Article 9 >  Governance


The affairs of the Church shall be the responsibility of the Elders who hold the position for a period of three years.

The Church shall elect a Church Advisory, which shall meet periodically to order the affairs of the Church between annual business meetings.  The Church Advisory shall consist of the Elders and at least six other church members elected at the annual business meeting.  Committees may be formed as required by the By-laws to report to the Church Advisory and implement approved activities.  The Advisory shall oversee both Ministry and Administration concerns of the Church.

The Officers of the Church Advisory shall include: the Elders, one who will act as chairman, the Treasurer, the Church Clerk who will manage the correspondence and required records including a roll of the members of the Church, and other officers specified in the Bylaws.
BY-LAWS, Article 2.1 > Elders 


There shall be three (3) to five (5) Elders who shall each serve for a three-year term. On a rotating system at the Annual Meeting, the term of one-third (1/3) of the elder’s board (minimum of one elder) expires each year. The Elder(s) can serve another term, to a maximum of three (3) terms; however, the attending membership must give affirmation.  After a period of one-year vacancy, the Elder could be elected to serve another cycle of three terms.

 Elders are appointed by the incumbent elders as vacancies occur or as the need arises. The name or names of candidates for eldership will be presented to the membership to provide feedback to the acting elders. This feedback can occur verbally or in written form. It provides the opportunity to provide support or indicate if anything in the candidate’s character and life would disqualify them from the position. If it is determined by the remaining Elders that the nominated candidate or a sitting Elder is unqualified to serve, their names will be set aside.

The Pastor, who may receive remuneration, is a member of the Elder’s board and can participate in all matters except those which concern him. This position does not automatically have a term, which expires.
Process for appointing elders 

Elders are appointed by the incumbent elders as vacancies occur or as the need arises. (Acts 14:23, Titus 1:5).  Names of candidates can also be submitted by congregation members. These submissions will be considered by the elders.


The name or names of candidates for eldership will be presented to the congregation at a regular Sunday morning meeting followed by a two week period to allow the congregation to provide feedback to the acting elders. 


This feedback can occur verbally or in written form.  It provides the opportunity to provide support or to indicate if anything in the candidate’s character would disqualify them from the position (see “Qualifications”). If it’s determined that the nominated are unqualified to serve, their names will be set aside.

Successful candidates will be invited to participate as elders-in-training for a period of one year in order to provide opportunities for them to understand the role and responsibilities, and for the acting elders to coach them in the enactment of their role.

Elders-in-training will be presented to the congregation and prayed over by acting elders at the beginning of their year of service.

Elders-in-training graduating to full eldership will be presented to the congregation and prayed over (1 Timothy 5:22).
Expectations for elders-in-training: 
· Meet with elders on a regular and consistent basis.
· Enter into mentoring relationship with an elder. 
· Seek to understand and live out the purposes of the church.
· Continue to focus on individual spiritual growth.
· Take public leadership in the life of the church  (worship, Bible Studies, etc.) with the coaching of an elder. 
· Pray regularly for the congregation.
· Participate in eldership development. 
· If married, engage with the full support of the spouse.
9.  How elders cease to be elders


When they have no time or have lost ability to properly function.

When their reputation or example is tarnished. In such a case, the elder should offer to resign, or be asked to do so by the other elders.

When they cease to maintain the qualifications outlined for elders.
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