
Resourcing 
Our Elders

Area 2: 
God Calls Elders
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Area 2: 
God calls elders

1. What is an elder?
The ministry of elders, as we have it today, has its origin in the New Testament, 
which witnesses to the variety of models of service in the early Church.  
Eldership is often a characteristic of Christian traditions which have their roots  
in the Reformation.

Elders share with the minister of word and sacraments in the pastoral care and 
spiritual leadership of the local church, taking counsel together in the elders’ 
meeting for the whole congregation, and each having a group of members 
entrusted to his or her pastoral care. They also represent the local congregation  
in the wider councils of the church at synod, General Assembly and ecumenically. 

Eldership is a calling of God and a ministry of the Church and elders are ordained. 
They are inducted to serve in a particular congregation, sometimes for a fixed 
period of time. 

Elders engage in their ministry alongside many other commitments including 
paid work, family life, voluntary work or study. They are faithful Christians, and 
are also pilgrims on the way. They are trained and supported in their ministry,  
and continue to be ‘learners in the Kingdom of God’. 

Some practical ideas

a) Is there one of your eldership who might take on the role of ‘teaching elder’,
helping the whole eldership to reflect on the Bible, and to develop your ideas
about what it means to be an elder?

b) Have you tried an ‘away day’ as a group of elders together?

c) Can you share experiences together in ways which help you all to be learners
and teachers on eldership in God’s church? Eg just 10 minutes at each elders
meeting to talk about ‘what we have learnt as elders, through reading, prayer
or experience, in the last month or so?’.
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2. The origins of eldership

For the group leader

Arrange for the eldership to view the digital presentation dealing with eldership 
from a biblical and historical perspective, which is available shortly to download 
as part of this online resource. Alternatively, or additionally, you may find it 
helpful to provide the content in printed form (Handout 1, page 12).

For discussion 

What do these biblical and historical examples tell you about eldership? 

How helpful or otherwise do you find them to be?

Are there other places (in the Bible, in history or in experiences) which have 
given insights into what it means to be an elder?

What is your eldership’s picture of an elder from the exploring that you’ve done 
together so far? 

3. Eldership in the Bible
Eldership is mentioned in both the Old and New Testaments. 

In the Old Testament elders are those who give council and advice – eg they are 
called to help Moses in his work (Numbers 11:16-17), and this role continued 
in the time of the gospels – although some elders of the day are portrayed as 
being against Jesus (Matthew 16:20-21).

In the letters (the epistles) there is a shift to elders/deacons/overseers who are 
to preach, to heal, and to give advice. However, there is almost as much about 
the kind of person they should be as what they should do (1 Timothy 3:1-13)

The ministry of eldership in the early church included:

 • Pastoring: taking care of the church
 • Overseeing: giving order and direction to the church
 • Healing: bringing the wholeness of Christ to the church
 • Teaching: instructing the church.

'PS�JOEJWJEVBM�SFèFDUJPO
Which one of the four roles above best describes you as an elder?

Which one least describes you as an elder?

To what extent do the four roles match how you see eldership in your church as 
a whole?
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4. A group exercise on some key

New Testament texts
Read the four texts below, and then discuss the questions given at the end of them.

Romans 12: 1-8
I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present 
your bodies as a living sacri!ce, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 
worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing 
of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and 
acceptable and perfect. For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among 
you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with 
sober judgement, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. 
For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the 
same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are 
members one of another. We have gifts that di"er according to the grace given to 
us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; 
the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the 
compassionate, in cheerfulness.

1 Corinthians 12: 27-31
Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. And God has 
appointed in the church !rst apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds 
of power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various 
kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work 
miracles? Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? 
But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more excellent way.

1 Peter 5: 1-4
Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as one 
who shares in the glory to be revealed, I exhort the elders among you to tend the 
flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight, not under compulsion 
but willingly, as God would have you do it – not for sordid gain but eagerly. Do 
not lord it over those in your charge, but be examples to the flock. And when the 
chief shepherd appears, you will win the crown of glory that never fades away.

Ephesians 4: 11-16
The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some 
evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, 
for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith 
and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full 
stature of Christ. We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown 
about by every wind of doctrine, by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful 
scheming. But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into 
him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knitted 
together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working 
properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.
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For discussion

 • Look for the key ideas in the passages. You may find it helpful to view a
‘wordle’ – a word picture which highlights the most commonly occurring
words in these passages.

 • What strikes you about these passages, taken as a whole?
 • Are there key ideas here about being an elder which, if removed, would

damage the core of your being?
 • What do these words say about the difference between being an elder and

being a ‘steward of resources’ or ‘manager’?

5. Elders and spiritual leadership
The concept of spiritual leadership may be said to have two key elements:

 •  Leadership by the Spirit
 •  Leadership of the Spirit

When elders are ordained we ask the Holy Spirit to empower these people, 
through the authority of the church, to undertake a ministry in the church. This 
reference to leading by the spirit highlights that the role involves much more 
than taking care of practical issues relating to buildings and finance, although the 
spiritual nature of these activities should not be overlooked.

As well as being led by the Spirit, elders are also expected to lead the mission of 
their local church by the power of the spirit. They need to be people of prayer, 
who believe that through reading the Bible and through sharing together, God’s 
people are able to discern God’s will for them. They also need to be servants of 
the church, along with any minister of word and sacrament.

Look at the ordination prayer and words from the United Reformed Church Basis 
of Union below and ask yourselves: 

 • What do these words say to us today?
 • Are there any surprises?

Ordination prayer

Thank you God, for the various gifts
which you give to your people
and for the varieties of ministry in the Church.
Thank you for all women and men of faith and integrity
who have served this local church.
Thank you now for (name).
Empower him/her with your Holy Spirit.
Give him/her humility and grace
so that by his/her faithfulness
he/she may show your love to your people:
In the name of Jesus Christ.



R
es

ou
rc

in
g 

ou
r 

el
d

er
s 

U
ni

te
d 

Re
fo

rm
ed

 C
hu

rc
h

pa
ge

 1
1

From the Basis of Union

For the equipment of his people for this total ministry the Lord Jesus Christ gives 
particular gifts for particular ministries and calls some of his servants to exercise 
them in offices duly recognised within his Church. The United Reformed Church 
recognises that Christ gives himself to his Church through Word and Sacrament 
and through the total caring oversight by which his people grow in faith and love, 
the exercise of which oversight is the special concern of elders and ministers. 
Those who enter in such ministries commit themselves to them for so long as God 
wills: the United Reformed Church having solemnly acknowledged their vocation 
and accepted their commitment shall appoint them to their particular ministry 
and give them authority to exercise it within the church, setting them apart 
with prayer that they shall be given all needful gifts and graces for its fulfilment, 
which solemn setting apart shall in the case of ministers and elders be termed 
ordination and in the case of church related community workers be termed 
commissioning. In the United Reformed Church all ministries within the life of the 
Church shall be open to both men and women. Appropriate affirmations of faith 
shall be made by those entering upon all ministries within the life of the Church.

For discussion

Elders are expected to be people who will ask themselves:

 • What is the Holy Spirit saying to us?
 • How does the Spirit speak to the whole church through the

church meeting?
 • How can we grow together in the gifts God has given us?
 • How can this eldership provide spiritual leadership to the church?

Are these questions you are comfortable asking yourselves?

If so, what are your answers?

If not, what help do you need to gain this confidence?
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Area 2: 
Handout 1
Some notes on the biblical and historical roots 
of eldership 

Elders in scripture

Exodus 12:21
“Then Moses called all the elders of Israel and said to them, “Go, select lambs for 
your families, and slaughter the passover lamb…”

Numbers 11:16
#“So the Lord said to Moses, ‘Gather for me seventy of the elders of Israel, whom you 
know to be the elders of the people and o$cers over them; bring them to the tent 
of meeting, and have them take their place there with you.’”

Matthew 21:23
“When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people 
came to him as he was teaching, and said, ‘By what authority are you doing these 
things, and who gave you this authority?’”

Acts 15
The apostles and elders gather in Jerusalem and come to a common 
mind on how to respond to a deeply divisive issue.

1 Timothy 5:17-19
“Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honour, especially 
those who labour in preaching and teaching; for the scripture says, ‘You shall not 
muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain’, and, ‘The labourer deserves to be 
paid.’ Never accept any accusation against an elder except on the evidence of two 
or three witnesses.” 

St Cyprian and the threefold ministry
 • Bishop
 • Priest
 • Deacon

The Genevan Reformation
Sought a ‘return’ to New Testament patterns of ministry:

 • Pastor
 • Teacher
 • Deacon
 • Elder
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Scottish Reformation

1st Book of Discipline – 1560:

 • Elders elected every year.
 • Primary function is discipline of people and of the ministers:

“The elders being elected must be admonished of their office, which is to
assist the minister in all public affairs of the church: to wit, in judging and
discerning causes; in giving of admonition to the licentious liver; in having
respect to the manners and conversation of all men within their charge; for
by the gravity of the seniors, the light and unbridled life of the licentious
ought [to] be corrected and bridled. “

2nd Book of Discipline (1578)

 • Elders elected for life
 • Ministers and doctors (teachers) are also elders
 • Elders had clear roles:

4. Their office is, as well severally as conjunctly, to watch diligently upon
the flock committed to their charge, both publicly and privately, that no
corruption of religion or manners enter therein.

5. As the pastors and doctors should be diligent in teaching and sowing
the seed of the word, so the elders should be careful in seeking the fruit of 
the same in the people. 

6. It appertains to them to assist the pastor in examination of them that
come to the Lord’s table: item, in visiting the sick. 

7. They should cause the acts of assemblies, as well particular as provincial
or general, to be put in execution carefully. 

8. They should be diligent in admonishing all men of their duty, according
to the rule of the evangel. Things that they cannot correct by private 
admonitions they should bring to the assembly of the eldership. 

9. Their principal office is to hold assemblies with the pastors and
doctors  (who are also of their number) for establishing of good order, and 
execution of discipline. Unto the which assemblies all persons are subject 
that remain within their bounds. 

Congregational Deacons

 • The church meeting as the primary place of discipline.
 • Deacons elected to serve at table and in the business of the Church.

A Handbook of Congregationalism (1924) by Ernest J Price:

“The Church meeting also appoints a number of Deacons to assist
the minister in the spiritual oversight of the Church and to serve at
the Lord’s Table. The office of Deacon is justly honoured throughout
Congregationalism. It is open to every adult member of the Church,
and from the beginning has been served by a succession of noble and
consecrated Christians…
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Mere routine details of finance and so forth are usually left to the 
Deacons or to a special finance committee…”

The Churches of Christ

 • Ministers of the Word were primarily peripatetic
 • Some elders were ‘presiding elders’ and presided at Holy Communion
 • The tradition also had Deacons.


