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| SSUE: DI STI NCTI ON BETWEEN
PLURALI TY OF ELDERS W TH NO SENI OR PASTOR ("NSP") AND
PLURALI TY OF ELDERS W TH A SENI OR PASTOR (" SP")

OBJECTI VE

Qur Heavenly Father has saved us for a purpose to transformus to be like
His Son and thus bring glory to Hinself. W have been called to holiness and
godl i ness. God has not only ordai ned the end, but also the nmeans. Ephesians
4:11-16 teaches that in the context of the church, God has provided the neans
for our spiritual growth thru gifted | eaders who equip the saints to mnister
and then through the mutual mnistry of every nmenber of the body of Christ.
Any insight into the proper functioning of these God ordai ned neans shoul d not
be a cause for contention or insecurity, but an occasion for rejoicing in
anticipation of what God will acconplish as we subnmit to His game pl an

The objective of this study is to investigate the Biblical teaching
regarding plurality of elders to determ ne whether the NT nodel includes a
speci al "chi ef spokesman" or "senior pastor" or "special |leader" who is
differentiated fromthe other elders. The presupposition is that agreenent has
al ready been reached that sone formof plurality of elders (strictly at the
| ocal level) is the NT pattern for church governnment and that this nodel (to the
extent to which we can deternine it from Scriptures) is assunmed to be nornmative
for the Church Age rather than just the culturally expedient option for the
early church. 1In addition to surveying the Biblical data, some practica
observations regardi ng the outworking of these two different systens will be
devel oped. The basis for proof cannot be expediency (i.e. "This works the best;
therefore, it is right") because we are not always the best equi pped to eval uate
the results. God sinply calls us to "Trust and Obey because there's no ot her
way" to please Hm However, in eternity if not before, God will certainly
denonstrate that Hs way is the nost effective way.

Since ny position for many years has been very strong on the side of "NSP"
| have tried to avoid the "straw man" approach by presenting the argunents of
John MacArthur, Jr. (a teacher whom | greatly respect) from his panphl et
"Answering The Key Questions About Elders" (referred to here as JM as fairly
representing the "SP" view. 1In addition, | have done ny best to include
what ever other argunents nerit consideration

| MPORTANCE

The position one takes on this issue tends to determi ne the inportance of
this issue. By this | nmean that those who are functioning with sone "specia
| eader" enphasize the validity of the plurality structure while downplaying the
signi ficance of this particular subissue, while those who reject the "specia
| eader" scenario believe that there are najor practical ramfications involved
whi ch underm ne the basic foundations of the plurality structure. The fact is
that serious personal sacrifices have been invested in both directions so that
the i ssue becones clouded by personal bias:

1) Certainly the "senior pastor" has invested nuch mnistry and assumed
many pressures that constitute a considerable sacrifice.



It would be difficult for any senior pastor to envision "backing down"
to a nore equalized situation. And apart fromdrastically nodifying the current
functioning of the senior pastor and the other elders it is inpossible to raise

the others up to a level corresponding to "NSP'. (I am not demandi ng or even
expecting that respect and functioning nust be equal across the "Board"
Hopefully, the qualified "NSP" perspective will become nore clear as the two

positions are contrasted.)

2) On the other hand, staff positions have not been sought and
opportunities for mnistry may have not been as easy to conme by for those who
favor the other side.

NEED FOR HUM LI TY

The key attitude that nust govern spiritual |eadership as well as studying
a difficult topic such as this (a topic that often can be an enotional topic for
both sides) is Humility. | approach this subject cautiously with the
recognition that nmy understanding in this area may be faulty. | pray that |
woul d have a teachable spirit regarding any new insights that God m ght direct
ny way.

We cannot be equally dogmatic about all points of Christian doctrine.
Certainly this area of truth does not constitute one of the fundamentals of the
faith. (However, it is one of the fundanentals in the area of church structure
and mnistry!) Also, | need to be cautious since ny viewis a nminority one in
the overall context of church history. My the G eat Shepherd of the sheep, our
Lord Jesus Christ, direct our minds and hearts in considering this area of "the
whol e counsel of God" in order that our discipling efforts m ght be nost
effective.

OUTLI NE
l. Anal ysis of JMs Publication on Elders
Il. Additional Support for "NSP' View
I11. Practical Problens with "SP" Method of Functioning

IV. Practical Problens with "NSP" Method of Functioning

l. ANALYSI S OF JM S PUBLI CATI ON ON ELDERS

| heartily endorse the argunents presented by JMregarding the biblica
norm for church | eadership as being "a plurality of God ordai ned elders" (p.1).
It is a clear presentation and nakes a strong case. However, in reality he only
applies these argunments to the governing authority of the elders as being equa
(i.e. in the process of decision making) rather than to all areas of both ruling
and mnistering. M thesis is that a true plurality of shepherds will both rule
and minister in all areas under the charter of "equal opportunity and
responsi bility, but diversified giftedness and focus."

There is no question that JMs designated "special |eader"” functions in a
uni que capacity with the major responsibility for public teaching and
exhortation. \What needs to be pointed out is that nministry and authority cannot



be artificially separated. |[If sonmeone dom nates in one area they are already
nore respected and weighty in the other area. |In fact the argunent agai nst
wonen teaching and exhorting the public assenbly is based on their taking
authority over the nmen. Consequently, if only one el der does the bul k of the
public mnistry, the rightful God given authority of the other elders is denied
to some extent. Therefore, unless the sane principles are applied to both
governing and functioning they can be legitimately applied to neither. The

uni on parallels that of repentance and faith. You cannot have one legitimtely
wi t hout the other.

It is ny contention that JMs sane Biblical arguments denonstrate how the
entire plurality should consistently function. Let's review JMs argunments from
this new perspective:

1) "Elder was the only commonly used Jewish termfor |eadership that was free
from any connotation of either the nonarchy or the priesthood" (p.6). " NSP"
best pictures this enphasis while "SP" confuses the picture and can | ook very
much |i ke both a nonarchy and a special priesthood. Despite what m ght be
taught in ternms of theory, the congregation views one nman as |eading the worship
and the preaching on a consistent basis.

2) Paul "is listed in Acts 13:1 as one of that church's teachers” (p.7). It is
evident that there were a nunber of gifted teachers who were prom nent in the
church rather than the nmain public teaching and preaching mnistry being focused
on one i ndi vi dual

3) "The New Testanent bishop, or overseer, is in a unique |eadership role in
the church, specifically responsible for teaching (1 Tinothy3:2), feeding,
protecting, and generally nurturing the flock (Acts20:28). Biblically, there is
no difference in the role of an elder and that of a bishop; the two terns refer

to the sane group of |eaders. 'Episkopos' enphasizes the function;
"presbuteros', the character"(p. 10). We shoul d expect all the bishops to be
actively involved in fulfilling these capacities rather than del egating the

maj or doctrinal focus to one special spokesman.

4) "'Poinmen', then, enphasizes the pastoral role of caring and feeding,
al t hough the concept of |eadership is also inherent in the picture of a
shepherd” (p.10). Al'l of the elders are pastors. There needs to be sone

di scussi on whether all are gifted as "pastor-teachers" (Ephes.4:11), but there
certainly has not been any prescription set forth that each church shoul d have
one teacher who is in a class by himself and can be anbi guously referred to as
"the pastor" while at the sane tinme all of the elders are to be called "pastors”
in a nore restricted sense.

5) "So the term'elder' enphasized who the man is. 'Bishop' speaks of what he
does. And 'pastor' deals with how he feels. All three terns are used of the
sanme church | eaders, and all three identify those who feed and | ead the church,
but each has a uni que enphasis.... (All) The elders were charged with the care
and feeding, as well as the spiritual guidance, of the entire church" (p.11).
Once again, this nore naturally sounds |like "NSP' on the surface.

6) The teaching responsibilities of all the elders are nore fully outlined
(with Biblical references) on p.12-13.

7) Conclusion: "So elders are a group of specially called and ordai ned nen with
a great desire to lead and feed the flock of God" (p.23). It seenms |like a big
assunption to junp fromthis consistent picture of the plurality of elders



i nvol ved in public teaching to the "SP' format for the main gathering of the
assenbly every Sunday, despite the many behind thescenes activities of the other
el ders or the fact that occasionally they might fill the pulpit on isolated,
speci al occasions (such as when the senior pastor is away). It is inportant for
the assenbly as a whole to see their elders perform ng these functions in the
assenbly so that respect and honor due themis based on their character and
mnistry rather than sinply on their office.

8) JMdenpnstrates that all elders have the sane right to receive support, or
to support thenselves (pp.24-25). This section was especially helpful: "Either
way, it does not affect the man's status as an elder ... there is biblically no
di fference between a lay elder and a pastor. Each elder is charged with the
oversight, care, feeding, protection, and teaching of the flock. All the elders
together constitute the | eadership and exanple for the rest of the church. Al
have been ordai ned by the church, called by God, and set apart by God to a
shepherding function as defined in the Scriptures. They are all called to the
same |level of comitnment and to the sane office."

9) "One-nman | eadership is characteristic of cults, not of the church"

(p.27). The sane could be said of situations where the only | eadership
consi sts of one strong, "chief spokesman", discipler and those men who have been
di sci pled under his mnistry. |If everyone bears a dependent relationship to

this one man, despite being subsequently recognized as elders equal in
authority, there is a danger that the checks and bal ances provided by the
plurality systemw |l not function properly.

At this point one might do well to try to summarize the wei ght of
argunmentation on the side of either "SP" or "NSP'. It is entirely one-sided in
favor of "NSP'! That is why JMfeels obligated to include a special chapter
(Chap.9 -- "Does government by elders elimnate the role of a special |eader?")
to justify the "SP" structure. Any logical thinker should sit up and take
notice at such a totally unexpected thesis -- one that in no way grows out of
the line of thought that JM has been developing thus far. That is not to inply
that this conclusion can just be rejected outright, but it certainly precludes
us fromjust accepting it outright -- which is exactly what JM asks us to do!
He starts out sinply stating his conclusion as fact and then nakes a nunber of
observations, which although true in nmany respects, do not prove his point.
Certainly this chapter should be studied very closely with the burden of proof
definitely falling in the canp of "SP".

JM's Arguments In Favor of a Special Leader

1) "Wthin the franework of elders' ministries there will be great diversity as
each exercises his unique gifts." While this is certainly true it does not
support the SP structure as opposed to the"NSP" structure. Both systens
maintain this truth. The point is that the unique focus of each el der nust
develop fromthe free exercise of his gifts rather than one special position

al ready allocated to one man.

Why establish a pattern of functioning that elimnates the possibility of
el ders being equally gifted in the highly visible gifts of teaching and
exhortation? Even if the level of giftedness is not equal, Wiy nake it al npst
an all-or-nothing proposition in terns of the frequency of preaching? Shouldn't
you expect to see varying anounts of | eadership exercised rather than a tota
del egation to the one special |eader? What happens in the situation where the
church has someone who is as gifted in public teaching as the senior pastor?
Shoul d he have to go to another assenmbly to | ook for opportunities to use his



gift or content hinself with subordinate contexts (such as Sunday Schoo
teaching or the evening service)? |If these are viewed as proving grounds for
the testing of one's gift, what happens when one passes the test? 1Is he then
only a candi date to be sent somewhere el se on the grounds that each church only
has one special |eader?

The end result is that the special |eader keeps getting nore proficient in
this area with practice, but it is very difficult to raise up new specia
| eaders apart from sone parachurch structure. VWhile other church staff
positions develop many nministry skills, they by definition cannot offer
experience in being the senior pastor. Instead, the gap just gets w der and the
validity of the "SP" position becones a self-fulfilling prophecy as all nmust
concl ude that nobody else in the church can really mnister as effectively
publicly as the special |eader.

I would rather define JMs observations here as denonstrating that all of
the el ders shoul d have equal opportunity for public mnistry with their actua
practice being dictated by their unique giftedness. This sounds |ike what JMis

saying as well. But in its outworking we nust get away from giving the
preem nence to one special |eader. There should be a whol e spectrum of
di fferent anmounts of participation -- a spectrumthat is fluid as the identity

and giftedness and maturity of the elders change rather than a set gane plan
that features a starting quarterback and occasi onal series of downs for the
desi gnat ed backups.

I am not suggesting that all of the elders should take turns at the public
preaching. But | amaffirm ng that we need to go out of our way to nmake sure
that the assenbly does not view the elders in any type of official hierarchy
(e.g.: Senior Pastor, Assist. Pastor, Youth Pastor, etc.). This does not nean
that an individual elder cannot major in one area of responsibility (e.g.
counseling, youth work, etc.) but he cannot be one-di nensi onal and he stil
must function in linmted ways in the other realms. OQherwise, if you del egate
responsibilities too strictly you end up with everyone still being shepherded by
a single pastor (who is responsible for that Sunday School class, or that
geographi cal area, or that age group, or that special need category) and you
| ose the benefits of plurality of shepherding.

2) JMpoints to the twelve disciples as "a good exanple of how diversity
functions in a unified systent. Once again this is true, but it is not true
that we can pick what anal ogies we want fromthis exanple and use them as the
doctrinal footings for how plurality of elders should function within the
context of a single local church. This herneneutical approach is conpletely
subj ective and selective in what part of the mnistry of the apostles to present
as support for conclusions that have already been reached on sonme other basis
(whether tradition or comopnsense or experience with people or ...?). JMstarts
out right away rather apologetically explaining that we need to | eave Judas out
of this picture since he wasn't even saved!

Am | correct to conclude that each church shoul d al ways have exactly four
el ders based on the structure of the different |ists of the apostles as
described by JM?» O am| correct to conclude that each church should al ways
have at | east 3 "special pastors" (Peter, Philip, and James and don't forget
Paul)? Am | correct to conclude that when we list the elders of a given church
we should always start with the special |eader and then |ist the others in any
old order? Am1 correct to conclude that because Janmes serves as a spokesnman
for the church council in Acts (12:17; 15:13) we should recognize a hierarchica
bi shop over all of the churches? W stand on pretty shaky theol ogical turf when



we go through such gymastics for the major exegesis to establish such an

i nportant distinction. JMhas just finished excellent explicit teaching about
the nature and responsibilities of the plurality. Inplicit material such as
what he presents in this chapter can never supercede explicitly stated truth.

It is definitely arguing fromsilence (and stretching ny credulity) to try
to make a case that the other apostles (other than Peter, Philip and Janes) were
not prom nent public preachers and evangelists as well
Certainly when they were sent out in pairs (Mark 6:7) there would have to have
been a m nimum of 6 "special |eaders"” or in reality, the better enphasis in the
gospels and in Acts is that they were all "special |eaders" -- that's why they
are the apostles. The fact that froma historical standpoint (and even from an
i mredi at e standpoint) sonme were nore prominent is not the grounds for del egating
the primary teaching responsibility in the local church to a special |eader. To
suggest from silence that support for the "SP" can be drawn fromthe observation
that "there is no record that John ever preached a single sernon"
reduces one of the fanpus "sons of thunder" (Mark 3:17) to a frustrated
spectator. Anyone who has experienced the burning passion for preaching the
burden of the Lord would realize that such a theol ogian as John whom God used
to wite the nost profound books of the NT could never have numintained such
si | ence.

To imagi ne that the early church spread so quickly on account of the
| eadership of the few apostles whom Chri st chose and trained is amazing. But to
go beyond these facts to suggest that in actuality the public preaching was
concentrated around only Peter, Philip and Janes (and of course, Paul) would be
sonmet hi ng nore than amazi ng.

3) The relationship between Paul and Barnabas deserves special attention

Rat her than supporting the case for "SP", it overwhelnmingly illustrates sonme of
the fundanental points of the "NP'" position. JMadmts that "Barnabas was
probably the | eading teacher in the church before Paul cane in." In fact

Barnabas is nentioned first in the sending of the first missionary teamin Acts
11:29-30. But there nust have been equal opportunity based on uni que giftedness
or Paul never woul d have been able to advance to shoulder the majority of the
teaching load. Since they were both sent out by the church at Antioch, there
were other gifted teachers nministering there as well who continued to carry on
the public mnistry after the mssionary team departed. The nodel at Antioch
reveals a very fluid situation where there definitely was not a recognized
speci al | eader. Barnabas didn't just do "sone teaching and preaching"; he nust
have done a | ot of teaching and preaching. Later on down the road when he
splits off from Paul and takes John Mark with him (Acts 15:39), Barnabas does
not resume the activity of preaching which he had supposedly curtailed under
Paul ; instead, he continues to use his giftedness at all tines to the maxi num
advant age.

4) The relationship between Paul and Ti nothy should be exanmined in depth as
wel | . Paul was the one always encouragi ng the public preaching of Tinothy.
[1. ADDITI ONAL SUPPORT FOR "NSP" VI EW
1) 1 Timothy 5:17.
This verse is often used by Presbyterians to support a distinction between

"teaching" and "ruling" elders under the "SP" unbrella: "Let the elders who rule
wel | be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at



preachi ng and teaching." This verse does distinguish between elders on the
basis of quality of |leadership ("rule well") and sacrificial |abor in public
mnistry (particularly preaching and teaching). However, this distinction is an
outwor ki ng of the equal opportunity afforded to all of the elders.

The passage clearly assunes that nore than one elder in a local church may
be worthy of this "double honor". That could only be the case if nmen are
allowed to mnister on the basis of their giftedness and effectiveness rather
than on the basis of official position. Therefore the verse provides one of the
best examples of the "NSP" structure. It is helpful to turn the argunent of the
"SP" position around and ask: "On the basis of this distinction between teaching
and ruling elders, does that nean that the teaching elder is not to function in
a ruling capacity?" The answer is obvious: Al of the elders nust teach and al
nmust rul e.

Tradi tional Presbyterian ecclesiology, by defining the office of "the
pastor"” or "minister" as one of and yet different fromthe rest of the el ders,
provi des a stark contrast to this "nonofficial" tone of 1Tim 5:7. The famly
is the primary training ground for both el ders and deacons. The rise of Bible
Institutes and Seminaries has resulted in the substitution of formal and
acadenmic requirenments for the public teaching of God's Wird. These
qualifications have created an unbiblical division within the eldership, the
di stinction between teaching and ruling el ders.

Wil e present-day practice of plurality of elders has progressed way beyond
some of the traditional linmtations, the "Reformation" with its exalted view of
"the pastor" has not taken us far enough in this area of God's truth. W stil
are confused regardi ng how to nesh our perceived need for one "senior pastor"
wi th our grow ng understanding of theBiblical truth of "plurality of pastors.™
The very fact that we have journeyed sone distance fromthe traditiona
under st andi ng of church government should make us receptive to evaluating the
possibility of further changes.

2) Pastor-Teacher (Ephes. 4:11).

There are sone that would base their support of the "SP" position on the
idea of a main gifted "Pastor-Teacher” in the assenmbly -- using Ephesians 4:11
in conjunction with 1 Tinmothy 5:17. But once again, upon closer observation
this verse will offer nore weight to the "NSP"concept. There is still sone
debate anmpbng Greek scholars over whether the Ganville Sharp Rule ("two nouns
connected by 'kai', the first with the article and the second without it, are by
the article identified as one and the sane individual or class") applies to the
construction in verse 11 that includes the repetition of 'de'. Ohers |ike JM
note that 'kai' here can be explanatory (translated "that is" or "in
particular") so that the "pastors"” are further explained as functioning as
"teachers”

I would not rule out the possibility that this list could be referring to
different men since gifted teachers who are not recogni zed as el ders should have

opportunity to teach the assenbly as well. But there does seemnore in favor of
linking the two functions here as referring to the sane individuals = pastor-
teachers. Still there is no enphasis on any special office but rather on the

mnistry of gifted nen. The fact that teaching is closely associated with
shepherdi ng has al ready been denobnstrated from many ot her passages. W know
that a plural group of such men must be functioning in the assenbly so this
verse does not add anything different to the discussion other than further



enphasi zing their teaching role. It is significant that JM both in his bookl et
on Elders and in his |later cormmentary on Ephesi ans does not try to use this
verse to support the recognition of a "special |eader"” but instead applies it to
all of the el ders.

3) Call tothe Mnistry.

Qur confusion is reflected in the conmon doctrine of a pastor's "call to
the mnistry". The Scriptures indicate that there needs to be both a persona
dynami c (the direct |eading of the Holy Spirit in the Iife of the individual) as
wel |l as a church dynamic. One's character and mnistry next needs to be proven
first in the famly and then in the local church in order for that church to
confirmthe personal dynam c and comend the individual to the proposed
mnistry. There are far too many "volunteers" in paid mnistry capacities who
have responded to an enotional plea for total commtment, but have not truly
been properly "sent" into the harvest fields by the Lord of the Harvest because
t hey have not been proven in hone and church. W need to do nore praying for
| aborers and | ess enmptional pleading. Since there is no special"calling” to the
pastorate that is unique for the "pastor-teacher", all of the elders should be
ordained in the |local context on the same basis. There is not one specia
"Reverend" who has been exam ned and ordai ned by other senior pastors from other
chur ches.

It is easy to agree in theory with nuch of what has been said in this paper
while still practicing sone of the distinctives of a "SP"structure (maybe
Wi t hout even recogni zing such to be the case). A good test to apply to your
church to highlight the difference between an "SP"or an "NSP" orientation is to
ask the follow ng questions:

"If the main pastor-teacher in your church were to | eave tonight, would
sufficient |eadership and teaching remain for the church to continue without
having to establish a "Pulpit Committee" to start the proceedi ngs of
calling a new pastor fromthe outside?"

"Have you only | ost one of your core group of gifted teachers and
| eaders or have you | ost your one indispensable | eader on whom you depend for
quality instruction, overall direction, and | eadership?"

"Do the people perceive that there is a #1 pastor, a #2 pastor, etc.?"

Instead of "Candidating for a Pastorate", why not nerely allow the other
el ders to function. It sounds nuch nore |like |ooking for a position in a
prom nent law firmor interviewing for sone other secular career. That is
because we have elevated this "special |leader" to a career status that differs
fromthe functional status of the rest of the elders. How can we hope to
eval uate sonmeone in such an artificial, linmted context where far too much
weight is given to his preaching ability and doctrinal answers. Wy should
pastors be | eaving one church situation to junp to another w thout the counse
and direction of the elders of the sending (or in nost cases "abandoned")
church?

4) Headship and Authority of Christ.

The "NSP" structure best pictures Christ as the Head over Hi s Church and
Christ as the Great Shepherd. The elders as a united group represent the
corporate authority of Christ over a |local body of believers and serve as



under shepherds. However, Christ and the Wrd of God still remain the direct
personal authority for the believer.

This is a difficult balance to maintain, but |I think some of Norbert Ward's
insights in his article "Who Has the Authority in the Church" (Bapti st
Ref ormati on Review, Summer 1976; vol.5:2) nerit consideration

"The Ronmish (Catholic) idea is that Christ is absent fromH s church, and
comon i deas of 'shepherding' have little difference fromthe Rom sh concept.
The Biblical concept is that Christ is present in H's church in the
authority of H's Wrd by the power of the Holy Spirit. Elders are shepherds
over the flock in the presence of Christ, not in his absence.... This does not
strip officers in the church of authority. It puts teeth in the authority, for
they bear not their own authority but the very authority of Jesus Christ, when
they preach the Word and are exanples to the flock.... 'Ofice' and 'Authority'
within the church nmust be thought of in the sane way that we think of an officer
of the law. A law officer represents the state. The lawis the authority, not
the law officer. The law officer has no authority, except to tell us what is
written in the | aw books of the state, and to carry us before a judge if he

bel i eves we have violated what is witten. Justice is served as we are
judged by what is witten! ... The basic principles to which | refer are: 1
The authority is in Christ; 2. The statenment of His will is in the witten

Word. The ruling of an elder is then his service to the church in teaching and
application of the authoritative Wrd."

Any earthly "head" or "senior shepherd" detracts fromthe focus of the
assenbly in sinple dependence on Christ. The goal is not to nmeet the needs of
peopl e by causing themto depend on a dynanmic human | eader. The goal is to
point to Christ as the All-Sufficient Savior and Shepherd of Hi s people. W
don't want people to identify a church as "John MacArthur's church" and Pastor
MacArt hur does not want that either. However, just like the Israelites sought
Saul to be their earthly ruler instead of the invisible God of their theocracy,
believers in the church have a natural tendency to look to a man. The reality
is that the picture comrunicated by the "SP" structure, despite public teaching
to the contrary, obscures the picture of the Headship of Christ.

In our culture people view the man who has the major teaching
responsi bility on Sunday norning as the chief |eader of the local church,
despite what other ministries the other elders may be performng. Titles such
as "Assistant Shepherd (Pastor)" only contribute to this image. In order to
el evate all of the elders to their rightful position as undershepherds, we nust
make sure they are not ranked under a "chief-shepherd" here on earth, but rather
directly under the proper Chief-Shepherd -- Christ.

5) Titles.

The very term nology used to try to |label this "special |eader"” represents
the difficulties involved with the "SP" position. All of the Biblical terns for
| eader shi p have been used up as applying to all of the elders. So a name nust
be invented that does not sound too pretentious, while still allow ng for clear
differentiation fromthe others. These names have been used throughout this
paper: "chi ef spokesman", "the pastor", "senior pastor", "recognized | eader",
etc. Surely one can sense the struggle to nane this position -- a struggle that
shoul d cause us to re-exanine the need for such a position. Just changing the
title from"Assistant Pastor” to "Associate Pastor” w thout changing the reality
of functioning will not be sufficient.



6) Priesthood of Al Believers.

The Reformation recovered the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers

in a personal context:

a) individual's right and responsibility to interpet the Wrd of God

b) no need for a priest as an internediary for confession of sin or for
of fering of praise

c) receiving the blessings of God on a direct basis instead of thru the
priest or the church
But the corporate expression of that priesthood in the main neeting of the
assenbly was not understood or inplenmented.

There are two nmjor real ns where that corporate functioning of the
pri esthood of believers should be encouraged in the assenbly neeting:

a) Ofering Praise

Qur singing provides for a limted corporate expression here, but
where is the opportunity for the individual to offer specific praise to his God?
Should this be restricted to a Thanksgi ving service or a snmaller neeting
context. In this section | will quote extensively froman article by Jon Zens
in Baptist Reformation Review (Vol. 10, #2):

"the O d Covenant priests had certain functions to constantly perform
Peter focuses on this point: New Covenant priests function by offering up
"spiritual sacrifices' (v.5). A non-functioning priesthood is an absurdity!
What is included in "spiritual sacrifices' can be seen clearly in such passages
as Rom 12:1, Heb. 13:15-16 and Rev. 5:8."

b) Mutual M nistering one to another

The enphasis in the NT is that the edification of the body requires
the nmutual ministering of all the parts rather than mainly heavy doctrinal input
fromone source. Ganted, not all of the gifts lend thenselves to public
expression. It is the responsibility of the | eaders to make sure that these
less visible gifts receive proper recognition and appreciation. The publicly-
oriented gifts cry out for expression. Those with the gift of teaching who are
not el ders should have opportunity to teach. Those with the gift of exhortation
have nmuch to share publicly.

Wil e each person should not contribute and while orderliness rather
t han confusion nust reign and while the goal of edification nust be maintained,
there still should be some opportunity for ministering one to another. The
Corint hian church experienced all of these problens and still Paul counsel ed
t hem on gui del i nes governi ng such expression rather than sinply telling themto
forget about the "open" part of the neeting.

John Zens offers another interesting argunent from Heb. 10:25:

"Heb. 10:25, of course, is cited as a basis for people to 'cone to church.' It
is probably the strongest passage on such a responsibility in the N.T. But
what, according to 10:24-25, is to occur in our assenbling? Where in 10: 25 can
you find the idea that we are to cone to hear the ninistry of one man? W
probably assenbl e together, but do our services allow for the exhorting of one
another? |If we are going to enploy 10:25 to press the duty of assemnbling
together, nust we not also use it as a guide for what transpires in our



services? In light of our practice, it appears that we use about half of the
verse rightly ('assenble'), but think little about the other half ('exhort' one
anot her)."

Zens goes on to quote fromColin Richards: "Thus, while the N.T. connects
nmutual mnistry and our gatherings as a church, we have in our practice
separated them wi t hout exegetical basis. Wy? Because we have structured our
'corporate public worship' around the 'pastor,' and thereby rel egated any nutua
mnistry to occasional neetings, perhaps 'once a nonth'."

Zens concludes: "It seems to nme that we have made normative that for which there
is no Scriptural warrant (enphasis on one man's nministry), and we have omtted
that for which there is anple Scriptural support (enphasis on one

anot her)."

Zens quotes John MacArthur, Jr. as supporting such nmutual mnistry:

"God has given each nenber certain spiritual gifts for the work of the
mnistry....The local church essentially is a training place to equip Christians
to carry out their own mnistries. Unfortunately, for many Christians the
church is a place to go to watch professionals performand to pay the
professionals to carry out the church program In many quarters Christianity
has deteriorated into professional 'pulpitism' financed by the |lay spectators.
The church hires a staff of mnisters to do all the Christian service. This
schene is not only a violation of God's plan, but an absolute detrinent to the
growt h of the nmenbers of the body. Every nenber needs to find a significant

pl ace of service. To limt the work of the mnistry to a small, select class of
full-time clergynen hinders the spiritual growh of God's people, stunts the
devel opnent of body, and hinders the evangelistic outreach of the church into
the community."” (The Church: The Body of Christ, pp.122-123).

7) Argunents from silence.

Such argunents shoul d not be conclusive. However, it seens that given al
of the evidence already detail ed above, the burden of proof should be on the
"SP" side to point to some NT |ocal church situation where one man is singled
out as the senior pastor. Surely in all of the personal references in Paul's
epi stl es he woul d have a special word for one of these pastors. |If he were
writing today to churches of the "SP'nold, it is inconceivable that such
references woul d be consistently onmitted. W are not tal king about a coupl e of
i sol ated churches as the scope of this onmi ssion. W are talking about
mul titudes of churches that are referred to in the NT.

The situation at Antioch has already been addressed. It was the sane
apparently at Ephesus as no distinction can be found in the very persona
farewel | speech of Paul in Acts 20. It is the same at Philippi where Pau
greets "the overseers and deacons”. (It is interesting that there does not seem

to be any pressure to adopt a "chief deacon" position in every church.)

The only place where we see a distinction pointed out is in a negative
sense in the case of Diotrephes "who |oves to be first anong thenf. This type
of self-assertive | eader who takes the position of preenm nence (which certainly
does not categorize all senior pastors) is soundly rebuked in Scripture.



Some people point to Paul's adnonitions to Tinothy as the counsel of an
apostle to a local pastor. But Tinothy is mnistering in that specia
foundati onal period of the early church and serves as a transitional bridge as
an apostolic delegate. He and Titus are charged to "appoint elders" in every
church (Titus 1:5) rather than to be elders in a local situation. O to try to
pai nt Paul as a nodel of a senior pastor ignores his very special calling and

function as the apostle to the Gentiles. While we are certainly to initate
Paul as he imtated Christ, the scope of that nodel does not include his
apostolic functioning. Instead we can |learn nuch about attitudes of ministry,

moti ves, nethods, etc.

In pointing to Acts 15 where Janes appears to act as a spokesman for the
churches, it nust be pointed out that he functioned in this capacity as a
representative spokesnan and as a tenporary one rather than occupyi ng any
official position as a bhishop over the churches. He did not have any
per manently recogni zed functional suprenacy.

I11. PRACTI CAL PROBLEMS W TH THE "SP" METHOD OF FUNCTI ONI NG
(with correspondi ng advant ages of "NSP" net hod)

1) Problens related to Church Planting.

Most church planting situations in the United States and nmany on foreign
m ssionary fields revolve around the strong | eadership of one key |eader. The
initiative, the initial evangelism and discipling, the organization and
direction of the work are acconplished by this church planter. Having begun in
such a fashion, it is not surprising that regardl ess of whatever form of
government the church may | ater adopt, this key-leader orientation wll
conti nue.

If churches were started by a team of church planting pastors (in addition
to whatever core group of supporting believers mght be involved), the structure
of plurality would be nodelled fromthe outset. The NT pattern shows at | east
two key | eaders on every mssionary team Even the Apostle Paul felt
unconfortabl e when ninistering on a solo basis.

2) Problens related to Discipling.

Shoul d the Lord Jesus Christ be our nodel in how we disciple other people?
In nost respects, the automatic answer in the affirmative is correct. But in
one very crucial respect we need to see a difference:while Christ as Perfect Mn
and All -Sufficient God nodels and teaches the truth without error, each of us
can present only an inperfect and flawed representation of God's truth.
Therefore, the picture of discipling in the context of the church enphasizes the
i nportance of the mnistry of the entire body to one another. This community
approach does not preclude the need for individual focus where one person sets
out with the objective of hel ping another believer to grow in certain areas.
But theNavi gator nodel (with all of its good materials and excellent results)
can never offer the well-rounded totality of a church-focused approach to
di sci pling.

The | eaders of the church, the elders, bear the responsibility of guiding
this discipling process and equi pping the saints to do the work of the mnistry.
In a "SP" situation, one of two problenms can occur



a) Either the pastor neglects discipling conpletely because he doesn't
have time or because he does not want to be charged with favoritism (since he
can't work individually with everyone), or because he is not good at such a
mnistry; or

b) The pastor passes on to select nen the only thing he has to offer --
which is a flawed picture of true Christianity with blind spots and weaknesses
that beconme nmagnified with each new cycle of reproduction

The beauty of the plurality is that the strengths of the different nmen can
provi de the positive reinforcenent to conpensate for one another's weaknesses.
VWhile | may | earn nore about patience fromone elder, another may teach ne faith
and vi sion.

The el ders have not arrived at a spiritual plateau where they no | onger
need exhortation and training. The plurality affords themthe opportunity to
| earn from one another and sharpen one another as "iron sharpens iron" (Prov.
27:17). But who is adequate to nminister to the senior pastor or what
opportunity for such ministry is even avail able? The need for advice and
encour agenent from other godly nmen is not a sign of weakness but of w sdom
Usual |y the pastor seeks such encouragenment from outside the context of the
| ocal church. Qutside sources help to keep us from becom ng i ngrown or too
concerned with our own soapboxes, but the regul ar ongoi ng support of nutual
mnistry within the local church is just as essential for all of the elders. |
was even taught in sem nary that a pastor should not be extrenely close friends
with people in the church because he bears sonmewhat of a professiona
relationship to themas a doctor does to his patients. The |larger a church
gets, the nore this perspective seens to be expedient. Again, we may have
recogni zed the error of such attitudes, but in the "SP" nodel there is still the
tendency for the pastor to be the discipler who is equipping the other pastors.

As nentioned earlier, within the "SP" nodel it is difficult to train
anot her elder to be the senior pastor.

3) Problens related to Uni queness.

Since the senior pastor is in a special category all by hinself, his famly
conmes under unnatural scrutiny in a fishbow environment. The expectations
directed towards his wife and children are different fromthose directed towards
the fam |y nenbers of the other elders. This creates additional pressure with
t he added burden of no one who can identify with the senior pastor's situation
(again, causing the pastor and his famly to seek support from other senior
pastors in other contexts).

Since there can only be one senior pastor, very often when he retires he
graci ously noves out of the picture or attends another church to allow the new
pastor to establish his own | eadership w thout having to conpete for the
peopl e's affection. Once again, this practice is expedi ent and maybe necessary
because of the uniqueness of the senior pastor, but hardly biblical. It even
of fends our common sense. |f the church is an extension of our fam |y, what
does this say about our caring for our own elderly fanmly nmenmbers? It just
proves that we have created a nonster that does not fit into any biblica
category so we then conpound the problem by creating our own uni que set of
gui del i nes for behavi or



Serious problems can result when pastors respond inproperly to their
percei ved uni queness. They can justify behavior that they would counsel others
agai nst because sonehow t hey have beconme bigger than |ife. They can pl ace
t hensel ves above any constructive criticismor efforts on the part of fell ow
believers to counsel them because they are God's anoi nted and any non-supportive
statements are vicious attacks and persecution. They can ensure that others
whose spiritual gifts might threaten their preeninence not be given equa
opportunity to mnister. The problens related to uni queness are | egion.

4) Problens related to Size.

The smaller the church, the less the distinction between "NSP' and"SP" will
appear. When rel ationships are very personal, when the mnistry of everyone is
vital and apparent to all, when the senior pastor is very directly involved with
all of the people, the fellowship in ternms of true partnership is nore genuine.
As the church gets larger, the official position of the senior pastor and all of
its distinctives and characteristics become nore pronounced. Very real changes
take pl ace not just perceived changes.

The senior pastor becones nore of an adm ni strator who channel s and
supervises the mnistries of the other staff nenbers along with concentrating on
the study and public teaching of the Word. He no longer has tinme to do direct
pastoring in the lives of the flock. He barely has tine to do m ni mal
di sci pling of staff nenbers. The same shift in enphasis away from direct
pastoring and to adninistration of prograns takes place with the other el ders
and staff nmenbers to the extent that their area of responsibility grows. Any
type of "open" mnistry tinme in the |large assenbly beconmes inpossible. Since it
is inmpossible in the Iarge "successful" churches, its validity in even the
smal | er churches is underni ned.

This issue of whether there is a point at which a church is too large is

anot her topic altogether -- and I do not want to | ose focus. To restrict our
thinking to the topic at hand, the "NSP" position focuses |ess on the preaching
of one nman as the magnet to attract and hold a large followi ng. |Instead, nore

enphasis is placed on devel oping quality el ders who have a vision for handling
church growth (whether thru sister churches in the surrounding area that woul d
be community-oriented rather than |l arge, centralized, netropolitan
congregations, or whether thru other internal organizational changes that would
preserve the actual practicing of the nodel of plurality).

I'V. PRACTI CAL PROBLEMS W TH THE " NSP" VI EW
wi th suggestions for solving these probl ens

1) Unity of Doctrine.

Statenment of the Problem "If you do not have a senior pastor to study
conplicated i ssues and deternine which position the church should adopt (based
on the stanp of approval of the plurality as well) you will be paralyzed with
doctrinal differences. For a flock to have a consistent, well-bal anced di et
there nust be one nman who is suprenely qualified who will head up the church's
program of indoctrination.”

Anal ysis: Wen this line of argunentation is followed out consistently you
end up with the type of "bishop" over the elders that one can see in the



historical witings of Ignatius. W would never call the senior pastor a bishop
because he has only one vote just |like all the other elders. But too often we

| et one man mnister as though he were a bishop. It is true that the "SP"
structure mght facilitate a church taking dogmatic stands on a | arger number of
doctrinal issues. But that nm ght not be an advantage.

Several factors nust be renmenbered

a) We have already seen the explicit NT teaching that all the el ders bear
the responsibility for sound doctrine and for reproving error

b) I ndependent, autononmous |ocal churches face a critical need for the
functioning of the plurality in determ ning doctrine. O her denom nations (such
as PCA, Southern Baptist, etc.) have church councils that establish
uni fied doctrinal confessions. But delegating too much responsibility to the
seni or pastor in an independent church | eaves the fl ock unprotected agai nst
error.

c) W do not want to be equally dogmatic on every issue since sone issues
are nore inportant than others as well as clearer than others. The interaction
of the elders will better portray this broad spectrum of dogmatism

d) As undershepherds faithfully seek the mind and will of Christ in

speci fic doctrinal areas, we should expect that a unified position will result
in nmost cases. The process m ght be longer and nore difficult, but the results
will reflect the personal convictions of all fromtheir own study and will have
greater i rpact as they are conmunicated to the fl ock.

e) Qur goal is not to teach the dunb sheep to blindly accept whatever is
taught fromthe pulpit, but to challenge themto devel op personal convictions

fromtheir own study and to judge the nessage that is publicly proclained. |If
we are not practicing this type of discrimnation at the | eadership level, it
will not be practiced by the believers in general. The involvenent of the

plurality helps to keep our focus on the authority of the Word of

God rather than on the authority and w sdom of the senior pastor

2) High View of Preaching.

Statenent of the problem "Only the 'SP structure has a high enough view
of preaching. Hi storically, this enphasis on quality preaching as the foca
poi nt of the worship service has been the benchmark of a successful church from
the tinme of the Reformation right on thru the Puritans to the 'nmegachurches' of
our present tinme. Woever in the church is nmost qualified should do the vast
bul k of the preaching. The senior pastor is chosen largely on this basis and
shoul d be allowed to function as such."

Anal ysis: Cod has different standards for neasuring the effectiveness of
preaching than nmerely the strength of the analytical outline, the beauty of the
rhetoric, and the polish of the speaker. The key dynamic is the interaction of
the Holy Spirit both in enpowering the nessenger and in helping the listeners to
understand and integrate truth into their lives. Paul described his own
preaching as often lacking in ternms of outward appearance, but energized by the
Spirit of God and fruitful in the Iives of others. People today are nmuch nore
attracted to inpressive entertai nnent than to spiritual power.



My contention is that the power and effectiveness of preaching are directly
linked to our personal relationship with the preacher and our opportunity to see
the truth nodelled in his own life. The "SP' enphasis fails mserably in these
key areas -- directly proportional to the size of the church. That is why the
Great Shepherd has not directed His church to sinply pick the nost inpressive
cassette tape ("the Star of the Week" approach) and nmss distribute it for our
Sunday edification. Such an approach would certainly econonize on the
duplication of effort of so nany pastors | aboring so hard on individua
nmessages. But this is not the method God has chosen to use. Messages need tine
to soak. Pastors need tinme to live out the truth. The plurality offers a nore
bal anced and nore personal doctrinal diet. Under the "SP" perspective, the
[imtation of only one "teaching" elder per church is another self-fulfilling
prophecy since other equally qualified men would be frustrated in a subordinate
role and are thereby directed towards serving in that sanme capacity but in
anot her church. We tend to nultiply churches faster than we nultiply | eaders.

If we could only back up and nultiply leaders first, we would find that we could
then multiply churches that are both stronger and nore numerous.

That is not to say that | want to sacrifice a high view of preaching. | am
not advocating that everyone should take their turn. | decry nediocrity in the
teaching of God's Word. But the inmportance of nutual mnistering in sonme type
of open neeting and the enphasis on praise and worship (nentioned above) al
need to find exposure along with the preaching by gifted nen in the assenbly.

3) Forward Mbdtion.

Statenent of the problem "There nmust be one | eader who will take the
initiative and provide direction and vision for the church as a whole. There
must be one | eader to whomthe other staff nmenbers are accountable. How can you
get anything acconpli shed when individuals are only accountable to a committee?"

Anal ysis: Elders cannot be passive. The plurality will be a disaster if
the nmen are overly commtted to secul ar enploynment so that no | eadership is
avail abl e for the people and pastoring is just a hobby to give the |eaders
spiritual fulfillment. Aggressive pastoring is necessary to neet the needs of
the people. The goal would be to multiply that aggressive pastoring rather than
to centralize it. Goals nust be established. There nust be neasurenents of
progress and managenent-by-objective. It is true that big business has its CEQ
its Chairman of theBoard and that is where the buck stops. But in the church we
have theLord Jesus Christ and the indwelling Holy Spirit. The sane Lord who
established the plurality is sufficient to keep it noving in the right
direction.

4) Finances.

VWhile this is a practical area that nust be addressed, it does not bear on
the validity of "SP" vs. "NSP" so | amgoing to refrain fromtackling the issue
in this paper. Basically JMs presentation provides a good foundati on and ot her
guestions woul d have to be discussed regardi ng specific inplenentation

5) Does It Wrk?

Unfortunately, this question has become the bottomline for nost people. |
say "unfortunately" because my presupposition is that if God has appoi nted "NSP"



as the neans to the acconplishnent of H s goals then it has to work -- at | east
from God's perspective, which is the only one that counts. An increasing nunber
of Biblical scholars are admitting that the NT church structure did not have any
"special leader". But at the sane tinme they are shying away from the cost

i nvolved in inplenenting such a structure by labelling it as "too idealistic",
"not really workable", etc.

| readily adnmit that this section dealing with "Practical Problens Wth the
"NSP'" View' has not adequately introduced all of the problens--nuch | ess solved
them For exanple, just in my owm |inted experience with churches wrestling
with some of these issues, | have witnessed a nunber of problens that are
probably fairly typical

Abuses have included both extrenes of totalitarian shepherding as well as
| eadership that is too passive and | acks direction and solid teaching.

Ri valry between el ders and i nproper exercise of church discipline have too
frequently been the result of functioning without a senior pastor
The reasons for such failures need to be exam ned and saf eguards need to be
proposed.

But to me the significance of this study is that the debatable areas center
around the inplenentation of the "NSP" position, while the Biblical principles
regarding the validity of the position itself seemclear. It should not
surprise us that the process of rediscovering an inportant nodel of God's truth
woul d present serious practical difficulties since we |ack the historica
perspective of viewing the nodel in action. These reformation issues are the
very battl egrounds where Satan tries to wage the strongest resistance. As an
anal ogy, a generation fromnow the Biblical role of women m ght |ack sufficient
nodel s and be increasingly difficult and costly to recover if evangelicals
continue to waffle. God forbid that we shrink back and | eave such battles for
our children to fight.

CONCLUSI ON

God has al ways been concerned that the | eaders of His people follow His
appoi nted nmeans in order to acconplish His ends. For God the end never
justifies the neans. However, the sad O commentary is that Israel’'s |eaders
fell far short in this crucial benchmark of shepherding. Fromall we can |learn
of early church history, it seenms that alnpst imediately the Biblical pattern
of | eadership was lost. This is not the only area of truth. So accuracy here
apart fromfaith and obedi ence in other areas should not be regarded with pride
as a shibboleth. But in closing, | would like to offer a short exposition of 1
Samuel 13:11-12 that has helped ne to value God's neans as well as H s ends.

Backgr ound:

Sanmuel's instructions had been clear. There was no debate over the neaning
of the Word of God (cf. 10:8). Saul was to WAIT and not to act apart fromthe
gui dance of God's prophetic spokesman. The purpose of the planned events at
G lgal was apparently the confirmation of the kingdomin the hands of Saul and
an affirmation of commitnent to the king. Saul was com ng off an inpressive
conquest of the Amopnites (11:1-15). He had just been shown up to sone extent
by Jonathan (13:3). Certainly Saul needed to solidify support for his
| eadership. The Lord was apparently testing Saul here 1Is Saul fit to |ead
God' s peopl e?



Bi g | dea: 3 RATI ONALI ZATI ONS FOR CHOOSI NG EXPEDI ENCY RATHER THAN
SI MPLE, CHILDLI KE FAI TH AND OBEDI ENCE

A. UNITY I S MORE | MPORTANT THAN TRUTH -- A PROBLEM W TH THE PEOPLE OF GOD

"t he people were scattering from ne"

Saul m ght have reasoned: "The ship is falling apart. No one will be left.
Therefore, | can sacrifice truth to do what | think will best preserve and
promote unity." Unity is a good goal, but it can never be made an end in itself

to justify not obeying God's instructions in other areas.

As a Christian virtue, love is greater than faith and hope, but it is not
greater than doctrine and truth. 1In fact, true Christian |ove cannot thrive
apart from an atnmosphere of Christian truth. God is only glorified by unity in
the truth just as Christ and the Father are one.

Saul woul d have been nmuch better off if all of the people had fled while he
alone stood firmfor the truth. |Instead he gave in to the pressure and tried to
rally the troops by an act of disobedience. It is interesting to note that he
did not achieve the result he intended; for at the end he only had 600 nmen |eft
anyway. But even if 4000 had stood with him this would not have justified his
sin.

B. GOD' S | NSTRUCTI ONS NO LONGER APPLY BECAUSE OF ClI RCUMSTANCES ( El THER
PERSONAL OR CULTURAL) -- A PROBLEM W TH THE WORD OF GOD

"you did not come within the appointed days"

According to Saul's tinetable, God was too late to be of any help. Are
God's instructions trustworthy, serious, demandi ng of obedi ence regardl ess of ny
circunmst ances? We do not have to understand the reasons behind God's conmands
to obey them

C. THE CONSEQUENCES OF OBEDI ENCE W LL BE TOO SEVERE -- A PROBLEM W TH
THE ENEM ES OF GOD

“the Philistines were assenbling at M chmash"

Defeat was inmmi nent froma natural perspective. Therefore, Saul judged
that he could not afford to wait any longer. Saul should be given sone credit.
He waited 7 days while others were fleeing and hiding. However, this stand was
not sufficient for God' s approval.

If there is any doubt that God hates expedi ency, note the severity of the
judgment. It surprises us that God should make such an issue over one little
point. It seens |ike nitpicking, but it actually was the nost inportant test of
Saul's life. Not only did he fail at this point in tinme, but he also failed to
I earn the | esson of conpl ete obedi ence (cf. 1Sanuel 15). Expedi ency cost Sau
the ki ngdom The consequences of disobedi ence far outwei gh those of obedi ence.



BENEDI CTI ON

"May the God of Peace, who through the bl ood of the eternal covenant
brought back fromthe dead our Lord Jesus, that great Shepherd of the sheep,
equi p you with everything good for doing His will, and nay he work in us what is
pl easing to him through Jesus Christ, to whombe glory forever and ever.

Amen." Hebrews 13:20-21



