
~ 1 ~ 
 

Lesson 02 - Elders and the Fivefold Ministry 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

 Philippians 1:1, NIV – (1) Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the 
saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons: 

 

 There are two leadership positions that were established by God in the local 
church. 

 
1. Elders / Overseers / Bishops 
 

 1 Timothy 3:1, NIV – (1) Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart on 
being an overseer, he desires a noble task. 

 

 The position of an overseer is also known as an elder or bishop. Their function is 
to lead the local church. 

 

 Acts 14:23, NIV – (23) Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each 
church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they 
had put their trust. 

 

 They were chosen by God and appointed by the apostles. 
 
2. Deacons 
 

 1 Timothy 3:10, NIV – (10) They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing 
against them, let them serve as deacons. 

 

 The position of a deacon is for serving. 
 

 Acts 6:2-4,6, NIV – (2) So the Twelve gathered all 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. (3) 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 (4) and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word." … (6) 
They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on 
them. 

 

 They were chosen by the believers and confirmed by the apostles. 
 
DEFINITIONS 
 
1. Elder 
 

a) Presbuteros 
 

 “Presbuteros” means elder, older person or a senior. 
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i. An older man or woman who is advanced in years, a senior. 
 

 Titus 2:2-3, NIV – (2) Teach the older men to be temperate … (3) 
Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent … 

 
ii. One who is the oldest 

 

 Luke 15:25, NIV – (25) "Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. 
 

iii. The Old Testament saints 
 

 Hebrews 11:2, NIV – (2) This is what the ancients were commended for. 
 

iv. The official leaders of the Sanhedrin at the temple in Jerusalem or the leaders 
of the local synagogues. 

 

 Acts 6:12, NIV – (12) So they stirred up the people and the elders and the 
teachers of the law. … 

 

 Mark 5:22, NIV – (22) Then one of the synagogue rulers, named Jairus, 
came there. 

 
v. The appointed leaders of the local churches 
 

 Acts 14:23, NIV – (23) Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in 
each church ... 

 

 1 Timothy 5:17, NIV – (17) The elders who direct the affairs of the church 
well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching 
and teaching. 

 

 Titus 1:5, NIV – (5) The reason I left you in Crete was that you might 
straighten out what was left unfinished and appoint elders in every town, 
as I directed you. 

 

 James 5:14, NIV – (14) Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders 
of the church ... 

 
b) Presbuterion 

 

 “Presbuterion” means an assembly of elders gathered together in session. 
 

 1 Timothy 4:14, NIV – (14) Do not neglect your gift, which was given you 
through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you. 

 
c) Sumpresbuteros 

 

 “Sumpresbuteros” means a co-elder or a fellow elder. 
 

 1 Peter 5:1, NIV – (1) To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a 
witness of Christ's sufferings ... 
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2. Overseer (NIV) / Bishop (NKJV) 
 

a) Episkopos (5X) 
 

 “Episkopos” means an overseer, a superintendent or a guardian. 
 

 Acts 20:28, NIV – (28) Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which 
the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. … 

 

 Philippians 1:1, NIV – (1) Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all 
the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and 
deacons. 

 

 1 Timothy 3:2, NIV – (2) Now the overseer must be above reproach … 
 

 Titus 1:7, NIV – (7) Since an overseer is entrusted with God's work, he must 
be blameless … 

 

 1 Peter 2:25, NIV – (25) For you were like sheep going astray, but now you 
have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls. 

 
b) Episkope 

 

 “Episkope” is the noun form of “episkopos.” It refers to the position of an 
elder, an overseer, or a bishop. 

 

 Acts 1:20, NIV – (20 "For," said Peter, "it is written in the book of Psalms, 
"'May his place be deserted; let there be no one to dwell in it,' and, "'May 
another take his place of leadership.' 

 

 1 Timothy 3:1, NIV – (1) Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart 
on being an overseer, he desires a noble task. 

 
c) Episkopeo 

 

 “Episkopeo” is the verb form of “episkope” and means to oversee. 
 

 1 Peter 5:2, NIV – (2) Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, 
serving as overseers … 

 
ELDER, OVERSEER AND BISHOP COMPARED 
 

 There is a close connection between the words translated as elder, overseer, or 
bishop. 

 

 “Elder” was most often used when writing to the Hebrew believers as they related 
this position to the elders or leaders of the synagogues. 

 
 



~ 4 ~ 
 

 “Overseers or “Bishop” was most often used when speaking to Greek believers 
as that was the word for leadership to which they would most readily relate. 

 

 There is no scriptural distinction between these three words. They refer to the 
same position in the church. Some Greek authorities say that “elder” refers to the 
person and “overseer or bishop” refers to the position. 

 

 There was no ecclesiastical hierarchy in God's pattern for the local church. Each 
local church was to have their own elders as the government of that church. 
Each church was separate and autonomous from each other as far as 
organization was concerned. 

 
EXAMPLE OF PAUL 
 

 Paul sent to Ephesus for the elders of the church, but when they came, he called 
them overseers. 

 

 Acts 20:17,28, NIV – (17) From Miletus, Paul sent to Ephesus for the elders of 
the church. … (28) 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. 

 

 All of the elders or overseers were to be shepherds even though only some of 
them would function in the particular ministry gifting of a “shepherd” or a “pastor.” 

 
EXAMPLE OF PETER 
 

 Peter wrote to those whom he called elders and told them to be shepherds over 
God's flock and to serve as overseers over them. 

 

 1 Peter 5:1-2, NIV – (1) To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a 
witness of Christ's sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be 
revealed: (2) 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. 

 
ELDERS IN THE LOCAL CHURCH 
 
1. Elders Were Appointed by Apostles 
 

 Acts 14:23, NIV – (23) Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each 
church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they 
had put their trust. 

 

 Titus 1:4-5, NIV – (4) To Titus, my true son in our common faith: … (5) The 
reason I left you in Crete was that you might straighten out what was left 
unfinished and appoint elders in every town, as I directed you. 

 

 The apostles appointed and ordained elders in every new church in every city. 
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2. Elders Helped Apostles Make Decisions 
 

 Acts 15:2, NIV – (2) … Paul and Barnabas were appointed, along with some 
other believers, to go up to Jerusalem to see the apostles and elders about this 
question. 

 

 Acts 15:4, NIV – (4) When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the 
church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had 
done through them. 

 

 Acts 15:6, NIV – (6) The apostles and elders met to consider this question. 
 

 The apostles gathered together with the elders for counsel. Obviously, the elders 
were involved in an important part in the decisions of leadership, policy and 
doctrine in the local church. 

 

 Acts 15:22, NIV – (22) Then the apostles and elders, with the whole church, 
decided to choose some of their own men and send them to Antioch with Paul 
and Barnabas. 

 

 Acts 16:4, NIV – (4) As they traveled from town to town, they delivered the 
decisions reached by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to 
obey. 

 
3. Elders Directed Church Affairs 
 

 Acts 11:29-30, NIV – (29) The disciples, each according to his ability, decided to 
provide help for the brothers living in Judea. (30) This they did, sending their gift 
to the elders by Barnabas and Saul. 

 

 The elders directed the affairs of the local church. 
 

 1 Timothy 5:17, NIV – (17) The elders who direct the affairs of the church well 
are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and 
teaching. 

 

 While one of the qualifications of the elders is that they are “able to teach,” not all 
functioned in a preaching or teaching ministry. 

 
4. The Ministry of Elders 
 

 1 Peter 5:1-3, NIV – (1) To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a 
witness of Christ's sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be 
revealed: (2) 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; (3) not lording it over those 
entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 

 

 Elders are to function in each local assembly to shepherd and feed the flock to 
whom they were given oversight. 
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5. All Fivefold Ministers Are NOT Elders 
 

a) Peter – Ongoing Elder 
 

 1 Peter 5:1, NIV – (1) To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder … 
 

 Peter was an Apostle, who declared himself to be an elder. 

 He was most likely an elder in the church of Jerusalem, since that remained 
his home church. 

 
b) Saul – Former Elder 

 

 Acts 13:1, NIV – (1) In the church at Antioch there were prophets and 
teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who 
had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. 
 

 Saul had been an elder while in the church at Antioch, but there is no 
reference to being an elder once he went on his missionary journeys. 

 
c) Stephen – Never An Elder 

 

 Acts 6:5, NIV – (5) … They chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy 
Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from 
Antioch, a convert to Judaism. 

 

 We later discover that Stephen was a five-fold evangelist, but he was 
recognized as a deacon in the church, and never an elder. 

 
6. All Elders Are NOT Fivefold Ministries 
 

a) Not A Qualification 
 

 In 1 Timothy 3:1-7 we have the qualification for elders. Nowhere in this 
passage does it require an elder to be a five-fold minister. 

 

b) Elders Lead 
 

 1 Timothy 3:5, NIV – (5) (If anyone does not know how to manage his own 
family, how can he take care of God's church?) 

 

 1 Timothy 5:17, NIV – (17) The elders who direct the affairs of the church well 
are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and 
teaching. 

 

 Elders are charged to “direct the affairs” or “rule” well. Therefore one of the 
primary requirements for elders, is the ability to lead. 
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THE FIVEFOLD FUNCTIONING TOGETHER IN THE CHURCH 
 
1. Apostles and Prophets 
 

 Lay the foundations in the church, and recognize, appoint and release elders in 
the local church. 

 
2. Elders 
 

 Recognize, appoint and release those whom God chose to function as pastors 
and teachers and evangelists. 

 
3. Pastors And Teachers 
 

 Build up the believers in the Word and disciple them. 
 
4. Evangelists 
 

 Train and mobilize the believers in the local church to reach out to the lost with 
miracle evangelism. 

 

 The church can only mature and be equipped for the works of service if each of the 
fivefold ministry giftings is functioning. 

 
NEW TESTAMENT CHURCH GOVERNMENT 
 
1. Consisted Of Apostles And Elders 
 

 Church government was never intended to be an organization, association or 
denomination of people. Church government was intended to be a relationship in 
the Spirit between people who were called to be apostles, and the elders or 
overseers of a local church. 

 
2. Elders Function Within The Church Unless Sent Out 
 

 Elders, overseers, superintendents, or bishops were to operate within the local 
church. They only operated outside of a particular local church when they were 
fulfilling the function of their fivefold ministry gifting. And only as they were sent 
out by their local church for that particular function. 

 
3. The Local Church Is To Be A Sending Body 
 

 The local church is not to be a “mother church” that governs and controls other 
churches. The local church is meant to be a sending body of believers. They are 
to send out those who were to fulfill their ministry functions as the fivefold 
ministry. 

 
 
 



~ 8 ~ 
 

4. Relationship Between Apostles And Churches 
 

 As the apostles and prophets laid foundations, established churches and 
appointed elders in every church, they established deep spiritual relationships 
with the churches. 

 These relationships in the Spirit were the only connection between them and 
churches. There were also relationships between fivefold ministry people. 

 
LEADING ELDERS IN LOCAL CHURCHES 
 
1. God Always Cause One To Be The Leading Elder 
 

 The elders that were appointed by the apostles were apparently those who were 
called to function in one of the fivefold ministry giftings in that particular local 
church. The eldership in each local church was never limited to one individual. 

 However, within an eldership, God has always raised up one individual for 
spiritual leadership of His people. One of the elders was always singled out as 
the leading elder. 

 

 The one who is the leading elder would often have the ministry gifting of a pastor 
or shepherd. This man was called by God, confirmed by the apostles and 
prophets, and recognized by the other elders and believers in the local church. 

 There was a leading elder that was recognized by his calling, gifting, anointing, 
vision and ability to lead. 

 
2. Called The “Angel” 
 

 Revelation 2:1, NIV – (1) "To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: These are 
the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among 
the seven golden lampstands: 

 

 In Revelation this leading elder is referred to as the angel, or messenger. 
“Aggelos” in Greek means messenger or agent. 

 An “angel of the Lord” is a spiritual being. An “angel of the church” is an elder. 
 

3. Called A “Loyal Yokefellow” 
 

 Philippians 4:3, NIV – (3) Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women 
who have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement 
and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life. 

 

 It appears that Paul was referring to the leading elder in the church at Philippi 
when he called him a “true companion” or “loyal yokefellow”. 

 

4. James Was A Leading Elder 
 

 Acts 15:6,13,19, NIV – (6) The apostles and elders met to consider this question. 
… (13) When they finished, James spoke up: "Brothers, listen to me. … (19) "It is 
my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who 
are turning to God. 

 



~ 9 ~ 
 

 James appears to have been the leading elder, who headed the other elders at 
the Jerusalem Church. All of the elders met with the apostles to consider a 
question of doctrine that had become an issue. However, it was James as the 
head or leading elder that made the final judgment. 

 

 Acts 15:22-23, NIV – (22) Then the apostles and elders, with the whole church, 
decided to choose some of their own men and send them to Antioch with Paul 
and Barnabas. They chose Judas (called Barsabbas) and Silas, two men who 
were leaders among the brothers. (23) With them they sent the following letter: 
The apostles and elders, your brothers, To the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria 
and Cilicia: Greetings. 

 
5. Headship In The Church 
 

 Jesus is the head of the universal church, and every local church. Under the 
headship of Jesus, there is also a God-ordained human headship over each local 
church. This headship was found in the leading elder who, together with all the 
elders, functioned to rule well, and to equip the saints for the work of the ministry. 

 
QUALIFICATIONS OF ELDERS 
 

 The elders were never elected by the congregation. They were chosen by God 
and appointed by the apostles. The list of qualifications given in the Scriptures 
were for the use of the apostles or the elders themselves, in considering God's 
call upon a particular person to be appointed as an elder. 

 

 Any person that God has selected as an elder, or one of the fivefold ministry, will 
meet the qualifications God has established. This list of qualifications was given 
in the following passages. 

 

 1 Timothy 3:1-7, NIV – (1) Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart 
on being an overseer, he desires a noble task. (2) Now the overseer must be 
above reproach, the husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, 
respectable, hospitable, able to teach, (3) not given to drunkenness, not violent 
but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. (4) He must manage his own 
family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect. (5) (If anyone 
does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God's 
church?) (6) He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and 
fall under the same judgment as the devil. (7) He must also have a good 
reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil's 
trap. 

 

 Titus 1:6-9, NIV – (6) An elder must be blameless, the husband of but one wife, a 
man whose children believe and are not open to the charge of being wild and 
disobedient. (7) Since an overseer is entrusted with God's work, he must be 
blameless—not overbearing, not quick-tempered, not given to drunkenness, not 
violent, not pursuing dishonest gain. (8) Rather he must be hospitable, one who 
loves what is good, who is self-controlled, upright, holy and disciplined. (9) He 
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. 
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 These qualifications can be summarized in three categories. 
 
1. In Personal Life 
 

a) Must Be: 

 Blameless, temperate, sober-minded, of good behavior, gentle, just. 
 

b) Cannot be: 

 Given to much wine, greedy for money, quarrelsome, covetous, self-willed, 
overbearing, violent, quick-tempered, pursuing dishonest gain. 

 
2. In Family Life 
 

a) Must be: 

 Husband of one wife, hospitable, rules his own house well, has children who 
obey him with proper respect, has children who believe and are not wild and 
disobedient. 

 
3. In Spiritual Life 
 
 a) Must be: 

 Able to teach, not a recent convert, have good reputation with outsiders, holy, 
disciplined, hold fast to the faithful word. 

 
THE MINISTRY OF ELDERS 
 

1. Ruling / Leading 
 

 Hebrews 13:17, NIV – (17) Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They 
keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their 
work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you. 

 

 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13, NIV – (12) Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those 
who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you. 
(13) Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. Live in peace 
with each other. 

 

2. Teaching 
 

 2 Timothy 2:2, NIV – (2) And the things that you have heard from me among 
many witnesses, commit these to faithful men who will be able to teach others 
also. 

 

3. Shepherding / Overseeing 
 

 Acts 20:28, NIV – (28) 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. 

 

 1 Peter 5:2, NIV – (2) Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, 
serving as overseers … 
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RELATING TO THE FIVEFOLD MINISTRY 
 
1. Recognize and Receive 
 

 Since the terms apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor and teacher are not titles, 
how should we relate to them? One who is in the fivefold ministry, will be 
recognized and received because of his function and ministry gifting. 

 

 Matthew 10:41, NIV – (41) Anyone who receives a prophet because he is a 
prophet will receive a prophet's reward, and anyone who receives a righteous 
man because he is a righteous man will receive a righteous man's reward. 

 

 As we receive them, we will also receive the benefit of their ministry. If we fail to 
recognize and receive a ministry gifting that God has sent to us, we will fail to 
grow and mature and be equipped for the work of the ministry as God intended. 

 
2. Finances 
 

a) Not Out Of Greed 
 

 1 Peter 5:2, NIV – (2) Shepherd the flock of God which is among you, serving 
as overseers, not by constraint but willingly, not for dishonest gain but 
eagerly... 
 

 The elders are to serve willingly and not with money as their motive. 
 

b) Should Be Well Compensated 
 

 1 Timothy 5:17, NIV – (17) The elders who direct the affairs of the church well 
are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and 
teaching. 
 

 We are to give honor to those who are functioning in the fivefold ministry as 
elders either in the local church or those who have traveling ministries sent 
out from that church. This honor is to include seeing that their physical needs 
are met and that they are blessed financially. In fact, in this verse, the word 
translated “honor” literally means “financial compensation”. 

 
3. Dealing With Accusations 
 

 1Timothy 5:19, NIV – (19) Do not entertain an accusation against an elder unless 
it is brought by two or three witnesses. 

 

 Because of the high profile nature of an elder, they are constantly under scrutiny 
and the judgement of individuals. Therefore, accusations should not be brought 
against them unless it's brought by two or three witnesses. 
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4. Receive as Brothers 
 

a) Flattering Titles Are Not Encouraged 
 

 Matthew 23:6-12, NIV – (6) they love the place of honor at banquets and the 
most important seats in the synagogues; (7) they love to be greeted in the 
marketplaces and to have men call them "Rabbi.' (8) "But you are not to be 
called 'Rabbi,' for you have only one Master and you are all brothers. (9) And 
do not call anyone on earth 'father,' for you have one Father, and he is in 
heaven. (10) Nor are you to be called 'teacher,' for you have one Teacher, the 
Christ. (11) The greatest among you will be your servant. (12) For whoever 
exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted. 

 
b) We Are All Brothers 

 
i. Jesus Called Us Brothers 

 

 John 20:17, NIV – (17) Jesus said, "Do not hold on to me, for I have not 
yet returned to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, 'I am 
returning to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.'" 
 

 Hebrews 2:11-12, NIV – (11) Both the one who makes men holy and 
those who are made holy are of the same family. So Jesus is not 
ashamed to call them brothers. 

 
ii. Paul Was Known As “Paul An Apostle”, Not “The Apostle Paul 
 

 Ephesians 1:1, NIV – (1) Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus 
 

iii. Peter Referred To Paul As A Brother 
 

 2 Peter 3:15, NIV – (15) Bear in mind that our Lord's patience means 
salvation, just as our dear brother Paul also wrote you with the wisdom 
that God gave him. 

 
iv. Ananias Called Saul A Brother 

 

 Acts 9:17, NIV – (17) Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. 
Placing his hands on Saul, he said, "Brother Saul, … 

 
5. Respect The Function 
 

 Matthew 10:40, NIV – (40) "He who receives you receives me, and he who 
receives me receives the one who sent me. 

 

 While, we are clearly not to address one another by flattering titles, we must still 
respect those whom God has called into the position of an elder. We must honor 
and receive with respect those whom God has given to function in each of the 
fivefold ministry giftings in His church. 


