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What do you think of when you hear the phrase, church elder?  Do you think of older 

men, who control the affairs of the church?  Do you envision a group of successful business men 

who run the church like a corporation?  Do you conjure up a picture of theologians in an ivory 

tower hassling over words for a doctrinal statement?  The sad reality is many churches and 

church leaders view elders and elder boards this way.  What’s interesting though is that when the 

Bible speaks of those who lead God’s people, it speaks of them not as business men, not as 

theologians, but as shepherds.1  Peter writes, “To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow 

elder, a witness of Christ’s sufferings and one who will also share in the glory to be revealed: Be 

shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, serving as overseers-- not because you must, 

but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; 

not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.  And when the Chief 

Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.”2   When 

speaking to the Ephesian elders, Paul says, “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of 

which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.  Be shepherds of the church of God, which he 

bought with his own blood.”3

 Shepherding in Biblical times was a messy, tiring, 24/7 type job.  Jacob describes his life 

as a shepherd by saying, “This was my situation: The heat consumed me in the daytime and the 

cold at night, and sleep fled from my eyes.”4  Therefore, a good shepherd must be willing to 

work hard.  Work hard at what though?  There are many duties to which a shepherd-elder is 
1 Ezekiel 34
2 1 Peter 5:1-4, italics added
3 Acts 20:28, italics added
4 Genesis 31:40
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expected to do, but I believe the New Testament teaches that the primary work5 of shepherd-

elders is to 1) Pray, 2) Preach, 3) Protect, 4) Provide leadership and 5) Prepare future leaders. 

Let’s look at each one more closely.

Praying

Prayer shows our complete and utter dependence upon God, and it reminds us that 

making disciples is His work, not ours.6  The early church so valued times of prayer that in Acts 

6 as the church was growing rapidly, the distribution of food to some Hellenistic Jewish women 

was being overlooked. The twelve Apostles gathered the disciples together and said, “It would 

not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.  Brothers, 

choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom.  We will 

turn this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the 

Word.”  The Apostles rightly understood that all ministry begins in prayer.  “Anything creative, 

anything powerful, anything biblical, insofar as we are participants in it, originates in prayer. 

Pastors (and elders) who imitate the preaching and moral action of the prophets without also 

imitating the prophets’ deep praying and worship so evident in the Psalms are an embarrassment 

to the faith and an encumbrance to the church.”7

Unfortunately, many elders and congregations don’t value prayer; they see it as 

something that gets in the way of, or takes time from, the “real work” of ministry.  But this isn’t 

how the Apostle Paul saw prayer8 at all!  Paul knew the work of the pastor begins with prayer. 

He states, 

5 There are certainly more duties that pastors are called to do, but I contend these 5 are essential to the work of any 
pastor.
6 John 4:35-38; 1 Cor. 3:6-7
7 Peterson, Eugene. Working the Angles. Pg. 40, Eerdmans, 1987
8 Eph. 1:15-19; Phil. 1:9-11
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I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit 

in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that 

you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to 

grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love 

that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of 

God. Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, 

according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in 

Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.9

Shepherd-elders need to model and encourage their congregation to pray for each other, for the 

work of the ministry, for the souls of the unsaved, for the good of their city, and for God’s glory 

to be seen.  If shepherd-elders will do this, over time, their community of believers will develop 

a culture of prayer, and their church will be faithful to pray and allow God to do His work, in His 

way, in His timing!

Preaching

To gain a clear understanding of the role of preaching in the Church today, we would be 

wise to go back and see how highly Jesus, the Good Shepherd, esteemed preaching.  This 

perspective helps us understand how the first century Church viewed the role of preaching, and 

we can see the importance that the Apostles gave to the spoken Word.

When people think of Jesus’ ministry, most often people think of driving out demons, 

healing the sick, feeding the poor, and befriending those whom the religious leaders of the day 

would never accept. All this to be sure Jesus did. Early on in His ministry10 after He had driven 

out evil spirits, and healed many of various diseases, Peter came rushing to Jesus because 

everyone was looking for Him, wanting Him to perform more miracles, but Jesus probably 

stunned Peter by saying, “Let us go somewhere else—to the nearby villages—so I can preach 

9 Eph. 3:16-21
10 Mark 1:35-39
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there also.  That is why I have come.”11  Now obviously Jesus knew that His fundamental reason 

for taking upon Himself flesh and bones was to lay down His life for our sins, but in order for the 

Crucifixion to be rightly understood, He first had to teach and preach. Around this same period 

of time, Jesus on another occasion12 entered His home town of Nazareth, went into the 

synagogue and preached.  He opened up the scroll to Isaiah 61, which is a Messianic prophecy, 

and He started quoting it, applying it to Himself.  He read, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 

because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim 

freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to 

proclaim the year of the Lord's favor (emphasis added).  Jesus then sat down and said, ‘Today 

this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”’13 Jesus is saying His ministry is to preach, and 

through His preaching those who have been enslaved to Satan, sin and death would be freed and 

their debt forgiven.  

Because our Lord Jesus placed such a high priority on preaching and because He 

commissioned His followers to teach all that He had taught14, we do the same.  After His 

resurrection Jesus told Peter to, “Feed (teach) my sheep,”15 meaning to nourish His people with 

His words and truth.  Churches and elder boards would be wise to follow the New Testament 

teaching that shepherd-elders must be “able to teach”16 because as Charles Jefferson points out, 

“everything depends on the proper feeding of the sheep.  Unless wisely fed they become 

emaciated and sick, and the wealth invested in them is squandered.”17  

11 Mark 1:38, emphasis added  
12 Luke 4:14-21
13 Luke 4:21
14 Matt. 28:20
15 John 21:17
16 1 Tim. 3:2
17 Charles Jefferson, The Minister as Shepherd (1912) Scripture Truth, p. 59,60
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The ability to communicate God’s Word is essential for shepherd-elders, they “must hold 

firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he (they) can encourage others by 

sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it.”18  Therefore, preaching is a priority for 

shepherd-elders, and it has been and always will be a vital ministry in the local church.

Protecting

In addition to praying and preaching, pastors must protect the local church from false 

teachers and diseased doctrine.  As he was returning to Jerusalem, the Apostle Paul gathered the 

elders of the church at Ephesus and urged them to, “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock 

of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.  Be shepherds of the church of God, which he 

bought with his own blood.  I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and 

will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order 

to draw away disciples after them.  So be on your guard.19”  

When writing to a young pastor named Titus, Paul penned these words, “He (an elder) 

must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage 

others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it.20  The word “refute” (elegcho) in this 

context means to rebuke or reprove with the hope that they will repent of their false teaching and 

align themselves with the truth of the Scriptures.21  A shepherd-elder must guide the flock into 

truth and away from error, and generally speaking, those who guide well, will guard well.  

Unfortunately, the reality is there are many nut-jobs and wacko’s “who are ruining whole 

households by teaching things they ought not to teach—and that for the sake of dishonest gain”22 

and therefore, a key aspect of shepherding is protecting the flock.  Charles Jefferson in his book, 

18 Titus 1:9
19 Acts 20:28-31; italics added
20 Titus 1:9; italics added
21 Titus 1:13
22 Titus 1:11
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The Minister as Shepherd makes this point by stating, “The journey from the cradle to the grave 

is hazardous…if every man is surrounded by perils, if the universe is alive with forces hostile to 

the soul, then watchfulness becomes one of the most critical of all the pastor’s responsibilities.”23 

Providing Leadership

One key aspect of the work of an elder-shepherd is providing leadership to the flock 

which God has entrusted to their care.  A good shepherd will lead the sheep down difficult paths, 

and over rocky terrain, but will guide them to a place of nourishment and safety.  Paul tells the 

Ephesian elders in Acts 20 to, “Be shepherds of the church of God,” which means to lead God’s 

church under the direction of the Chief Shepherd.  When writing to Timothy, Paul says, “The 

elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those 

whose work is preaching and teaching.”24  Directing the affairs of the church includes leading, 

managing, and providing leadership to the flock.  Providing leadership to the flock is important 

because without it chaos ensues, sheep scatter, wander off, and don’t find nourishment.  They 

need a loving shepherd to provide leadership and care.  Alexander Strauch, who’s written the 

most thorough book on Eldership, sums up shepherds providing leadership by saying, “A 

healthy, growing flock of sheep doesn’t just appear; it is the result of the shepherd’s skillful 

management of sheep and resources.  He knows sheep and is skillful in caring for them.  He 

knows that they must be slowly and patiently led.  He knows when to be tough and when to be 

gentle.  He knows peoples’ needs and what must be done to meet those needs.  He knows how to 

accurately assess the health and direction of the congregation.  And when he doesn’t know these 

things, he is quick to find answers.  He loves to learn better skills and methods for managing the 

flock.”25

23 Jefferson, Charles. The Minister as Shepherd. Pg. 43. Fincastle: Scripture Truth, 1912
24 1 Tim. 5:17
25 Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership. 1995, p. 26
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Preparing Future Leaders

One of the key components of shepherd-elder work that so often gets overlooked is the 

training of other leaders who will carry on the work of the ministry, possibly in the same 

location, possibly in another.  Jesus prepared, trained and sent the Twelve26 to carry on His 

ministry, in His Name.  Likewise, the Apostle Paul trained and mentored Timothy, Titus and 

others before he sent them out and encouraged them to follow his example by stating, “You then, 

my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.  And the things you have heard me say in 

the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach 

others.”27  As shepherd-elders, we are called to prepare others for the work of the ministry, so 

that the Body of Christ will continue to grow and expand, and more and more people will 

worship Jesus.  Paul in Ephesians 4:11-12 again makes this point clear by stating, “It was he 

(God) who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to 

be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ 

may be built up…” (Italics added).  Kenneth Gangel, professor at Dallas Theological Seminary is 

correct when he says, “The key to reproducing leadership is to clearly plan for it.”28   Gangel 

adds, “Church leaders need to produce leaders who will reproduce leaders precisely as it is done 

in the family—through experience, instruction, and modeling.”29 It is often sinful pride and the 

need for control that an elder fails to invest himself in the lives of believers around him with the 

purpose of preparing them to be future leaders.  The Scriptures are clear; we must prepare future 

leaders to pray, to preach, to protect and to prepare the next generation for the work of the 

ministry.  

26 John 20:20-21
27 2 Tim. 2:1-2, italics added
28 Kenneth Gangel, Feeding and Leading (Wheaton: Victor, 1989, p. 313
29 Ibid., p. 309
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In short, a shepherd-elder’s time, energy and effort, should revolve around praying, 

preaching, protecting, providing leadership and preparing future leaders, as the Lord directs him. 
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