“Church Government”
INTRODUCTION

LESSON 1

In this lesson we will do a general overview on the topic of church government.  Before we get too far into the lesson, there are two things that I want to point out.  The first thing, is that in these lessons you will not find the words “trustees” or “board members” categorized as being part of the church government.  The reason for that is simple, “trustees” and “board members” aren’t even mentioned in the Bible.  They are not mentioned in the Bible because God did not establish these positions; secular authority established them.  As such, they are elected or appointed members of the corporate entity but they are not part of the spiritual church government.

Another thing you might want to note is that “deacons” are not categorized as being part of the spiritual government of the church.  Once again the reason for that is also simple; they were never intended to be part of the spiritual government of the church.  (The only reason that we are including a lesson on deacons in this series is because there is so much misunderstanding about their position and we wanted to clarify the point that their position is not one that falls within the realm of the spiritual government of the church.) 

The government of the church has always rested first, upon the shoulders of Jesus, and then upon the shoulders of those whom He appointed.  Jesus said that He would build His church and that the gates of hell would not prevail against it, and because it is His, the governmental authority of it belongs to Him.  Isaiah 9:6-7 (KJV)  "For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace. {7} Of the increase of his government and peace there shall be no end, upon the throne of David, and upon his kingdom, to order it, and to establish it with judgment and with justice from henceforth even for ever. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will perform this." 

Since the government of the church is on the shoulders of Jesus, we need to understand that when He ascended on high, He did not leave His church without governmental authority.  The Bible tells us that Jesus gave the responsibility of governing His church unto those individuals who are equipped and chosen according to the scriptures. 

Being equipped and chosen according to the scriptures means that the individual is in possession of one or more of the equipping / governing ministry gifts.  These equipping / governing gifts are sometimes referred to as the “five fold” or “ascension” gift ministries.  Ephesians 4:11 (KJV)  "And he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers;”.  When referring to individuals with one of these five ministerial gifts (a divine enablement or abilities) it should be understood that the reference is to the person’s ministerial gift and not to the person’s position within ministry.  Although it was not so in the beginning, over the years there has been a gradual shift from identifying church governmental positions by the Biblical terms of bishop(s) and elder(s), to that of identifying church governmental positions according to a person’s ministerial gifting.  What caused that shift was due in part to the Protestants not wanting to be identified with anything that even remotely sounded like titles used in Roman Catholicism.

Today in the vast majority of the churches, church government is understood as being [pastor(s) and/or the elder(s)] or [pastor(s) and/or deacon(s)], and in the overwhelming majority of the cases the person who is in charge is always referred to or identified as, “the senior pastor”.

The problem with that picture is that the Bible does not declare it to be that way and it leaves a false impression that the position of senior elder / board of elders / bishop (or whatever term you use to identify the person in charge) is always an individual with a five fold ministry gift of a pastor.  Then when other individuals join the pastoral staff we had to invent the title of senior pastor to designate who is in charge.  In doing this we have unintentionally given the impression that the pastoral gift is always supervisory over the other ministerial gifts of apostle, prophet, evangelist and teacher and that just isn’t the case.  All of these false impressions can easily be corrected by using the biblical terms – bishop and elder.
It is my deep felt opinion that if the church as a whole were to implement this simple but profound change in the way that we identify church governmental positions it would result in a positive change of attitude for both eldership and congregation.  It would also eliminate some negative aspects of pride and self exaltation that is very evident in some of those who are in leadership.

Now, back to the point of identifying those with a recognized 5 fold ministry gift as elders of the church and the (senior pastor / senior elder / set man / point man / presiding elder) as the bishop (overseer / superintendent).  We definitely need to get away from identifying the person that stands behind the pulpit every Sunday by the ministry gift that we assume to be the proper title for that position.  In many cases that I have observed, the person that is identified as pastor doesn’t necessarily have a pastoral gift.
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But just because I’ve said that, please don’t jump to the conclusion that I am even hinting that those individuals should not be in their position or that I am saying that they do not have the call of God on their life.  What I am saying is that they should be identified by their proper title of overseer and if the person preaching on a particular Sunday is not the overseer, then we should identify them by their Biblical title of elder.  If all you looked at was church signs, business cards, church bulletins, letterheads, etc. etc., you’d have to come up with the conclusion that the ministry gift of pastor was approximately 99.9% of the ministry.  That would leave only .1% of the ministry consisting of the apostle, prophet, evangelist and teacher.  I do not believe that is accurate.  When Jesus ascended He gave more than one gift unto men and a person with any one of those 5 gifts could be the overseer.
The Bible makes it very clear that the terms apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor and teacher were meant to identify the particular ascension gift ministry that the person possesses and not the governmental (supervisory) position that they may fill.  Many times this has resulted in much frustration for those who were filling the slot of the senior pastor when in fact their gift ministry was not the gift ministry of pastor.  Thousands of apostles, prophets, evangelist and teachers have gone out and established very successful churches and are currently operating in the position of the bishop but they have identified themselves as the “senior pastor” because everyone thinks that the senior pastor is always the person in charge.  Because of this, they feel like a round peg in a square hole and they are frustrated because they know that their calling really isn’t that of a pastor.
All of the confusion and frustration would be eliminated if everyone used the Biblical term of bishop (overseer / superintendent / senior 5 fold minister) to identify the senior “five fold minister” and the Biblical term of elder to identify all of the other “five fold ministers”.
The term bishop was never meant to indicate ones importance or superiority within the body of Christ, but rather their position among the eldership of a particular church or churches.  In short, the term bishop (overseer / superintendent / senior 5 fold minister) is meant to identify the specific elder that is in charge and the term elder was meant to identify all of the other gift ministers that were part of that particular church or ministry.  Simply stated, the term bishop and elder identifies the “church government” position that a person fills; while the term apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor and teacher identifies the particular “ministry gift” that a bishop or elder possesses.
Although the Bible clearly indicates that there is a God given hierarchy within the ascension gift ministries, we do not intend to spend too much time on it in this lesson.  Many people today have mistakenly used 1 Corinthians 12:28 to try to establish a hierarchy within the ministry gifts, [1 Corinthians 12:28 (KJV)  "And God hath set some in the church, first apostles, secondarily prophets, thirdly teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, governments, diversities of tongues."]  However, we do not have to study very long to realize that the Apostle Paul is not establishing a hierarchy in this particular scripture.  Think about it for a moment.  He doesn’t even mention the ministry gift of evangelist and pastor nor does he mention the spiritual gift of prophecy, word of knowledge, word of wisdom, etc. etc.  The fact is; you don’t need to use 1 Corinthians 12:28 to establish a hierarchy within the ministry gifts.  Throughout the Bible, in every instance where apostles are mentioned, they always seemed to be in a senior position, yet among themselves there was one apostle that could be identified as the (overseer / superintendent / senior 5 fold minister) bishop.
An example of this can be found in the book of Acts where Paul took a certain matter to the apostles at Jerusalem and James ended up being the one who made the final adjudication, indicating that he was the person in charge.  So if the Bible indicates by unspoken precedence that apostles were the senior ministers, then the apostle is the senior minister even though the Bible doesn’t specifically state it. 

The particular five-fold ministry gift that a person possesses should have nothing to do with the way that they are identified.  When the Bible mentioned the ministry that a person had, it mentioned it for the purpose of identifying the particular person and the particular ministry gift they possessed but it was not trying to identify their particular hierarchical position.  An example of this can be found in how the Bible identifies Mary Magdalene.  She was called Mary Magdalene not because that was her name or title but to identify which Mary she was: Mary from the village of Magdala.  Other examples: Mary, mother of Jesus, Mary of Bethany, Mary, mother of James and Mary, mother of Mark.  However when it comes to the “five fold ministry”, we see that somewhere along the way we started identifying bishops and elders by the name of their particular “five fold ministry” gift.  Once they started identifying bishops and elders by their particular ministry gift, the ministry gift of apostle and prophet were effectively eliminated because until recently most ministers were afraid to say that they were an apostle or a prophet.  When the writers of the epistles addressed an epistle to an individual, they didn’t refer to the individual as, “apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor or teacher “such and such”, they addressed them by name and not by title.  But when they referred to themselves, they did identify themselves by referring to their particular ministry gift.  However, this was done not to identify their governmental position but rather to identify which Peter, Paul, James or John were writing and what governmental authority they were using to write their epistles.
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Due to the fact that the apostle Paul uses the Greek words that are translated into bishop and elder interchangeably some have rejected the idea that the office of the bishop is a separate office from that of the elder.  As we consider this we must state that we have always believed that all elders have an overseeing function but we firmly believe that only one of the elders would be classified as the bishop (overseer).  While it can be said that the Greek words that are translated into bishop and elder are different words describing the same office, it can also be said that they are different offices with the same function; that of overseeing the church.  Regardless of the position you take, it cannot negate the fact that the apostle Paul recognized and adhered to the concept of one man being the overseer of the church.  Consider the following scriptures and note that the power to ordain is the power to supervise.
This scripture seem to indicate that James was the final authority or single person in charge of the church in Jerusalem.  Acts 15:19-21 (KJV) “Wherefore my sentence is, that we trouble not them, which from among the Gentiles are turned to God: 21For Moses of old time hath in every city them that preach him, being read in the synagogues every sabbath day.” 
20But that we write unto them, that they abstain from pollutions of idols, and from fornication, and from things strangled, and from blood. 
Once again, Acts 21:18 also seems to indicate that James was the accepted overseer or if you prefer, the senior among the elders.  Acts 21:18 (KJV) “And the day following Paul went in with us unto James; and all the elders were present.” 

In writing to Timothy, Paul indicates that Timothy is the single person in charge by telling him how to treat and ordain the elders that were under his authority.  That was the reason he asked him to remain at Ephesus.  In writing to Titus, Paul indicates that Titus is the single person in charge by reminding Titus that he has the authority to ordain the elders that were under his authority.  That was the reason he asked him to remain at Crete.  I want to remind you once again that the power to ordain states that the person doing the ordaining is of higher authority than the person they are ordaining and that they also have the power or authority to oversee that person.
While terms such as “equal among many” states that church government is shared among the elders, it falls far short of projecting the Biblical concept that someone among the elders is the (overseer / superintendent / senior 5 fold minister) person in charge.  The Bible makes it very clear that the person in charge is called the bishop.  (All of the points that we are making right now, will be established in detail when we get to the lesson dealing with that particular subject.)  If you are talking about an organization of apostles, the senior person is the bishop, if you are talking about an organization of prophets, the senior person is the bishop, if you are talking about a local church, the senior person is the bishop, etc. etc.  There are many excellent church administrators and business managers that are on staff within churches that do not have a five fold ministry gift yet they have been mistakenly given the title of pastor or elder and this has also added to the confusion.  Why identify someone by a ministry gift when they don’t possess a ministry gift?
