Is there an ELDER office?
By Chad Marinelli, D.B.S

Thesis Statement:  An “Elder” was not an office, but rather an older man (perhaps old enough to have seen Christ), who in the early church was the choice candidate to serve in the pastoral/bishop/overseer office, an office which had more than one person in any given church (multiple pastors).
Titus 1:5 (YLT) For this cause left I thee in Crete, that the things lacking thou mayest arrange, and mayest set down in every city elders, as I did appoint to thee;6 ¶  if any one is blameless, of one wife a husband, having children stedfast, not under accusation of riotous living or insubordinate—7  for it behoveth the overseer (EPISKOPOS) to be blameless, as God’s steward, not self-pleased, nor irascible, not given to wine, not a striker, not given to filthy lucre;8  but a lover of strangers, a lover of good men, sober-minded, righteous, kind, self-controlled,9  holding—according to the teaching—to the stedfast word, that he may be able also to exhort in the sound teaching, and the gainsayers to convict;

The Greek word for ELDER is “presbyteros”, which is literally translated as “older men”.  In the above passage, Paul is speaking of setting elders (older men) as overseers (verse 7).  The word for overseers is “episkopos”, which is primarily translated as “Bishop” in common Bible versions, and is synonymous with the word Poimen, which is commonly translated as Overseer or Pastor (Ephesians 4) or Shepherd (Jn 10:11).  The conjugate “for” in verse 7, is the primary particle “gar”, which is used in argument, intensification, or explanation.  Therefore verse 7 is telling us that the elders of verse 6 must be blameless, BECAUSE it behoveth the overseer (pastor) to be blameless.   Apparently, with the size of the early church, its quick growth, and lack of well trained pastors, Paul told many cities to appoint the elder men as pastors. This lines up with Paul’s criteria that a pastor/bishop should not be a “new convert” (1 Tim 3:6). Do the other passages pertaining to elders support this explanation?  Let’s take a look.
Eph 4:11 (YLT)  and He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as proclaimers of good news, and some as shepherds (POIMEN) and teachers,
Acts 20:16 (YLT) for Paul decided to sail past Ephesus, that there may not be to him a loss of time in Asia, for he hasted, if it were possible for him, on the day of the Pentecost to be at Jerusalem.17 ¶  And from Miletus, having sent to Ephesus, he called for the elders of the assembly,18  and when they were come unto him, he said to them  …..  28  ‘Take heed, therefore, to yourselves, and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit made you overseers (EPISKOPOS), to feed (Verb form of POIMEN) the assembly of God that He acquired through His own blood,
1 Tim 3:2 (YLT) it behoveth, therefore, the overseer (EPISKOPOS) to be blameless, of one wife a husband, vigilant, sober, decent, a friend of strangers, apt to teach,3  not given to wine, not a striker, not given to filthy lucre, but gentle, not contentious, not a lover of money,4  his own house leading well, having children in subjection with all gravity,5  (and if any one his own house how to lead hath not known, how an assembly of God shall he take care of?)6  not a new convert, lest having been puffed up he may fall to a judgment of the devil;

1 Pet 2:25 (YLT)  for ye were as sheep going astray, but ye turned back now to the shepherd (POIMEN) and overseer (EPISKOPOS) of your souls.

Heb 13:7 (YLT)  Be mindful of those leading you, who did speak to you the word of God, whose faith—considering the issue of the behaviour—be imitating,

Heb 13:17 (YLT)   Be obedient to those leading you, and be subject, for these do watch for your souls, as about to give account, that with joy they may do this, and not sighing, for this is unprofitable to you.

The above passages show that the shepherd (POIMEN) and overseer (EPISKOPOS) are synonymous as being a ruler, or leader of a local church (Pastor), just as Christ is the leader of the entire church.  Overseers/Bishops are the ones who lead you by speaking to you the word of God (Heb 13:7), and feeding/shepherding the flock (Acts 20:28).  They are also accountable for us before God (Heb 13:17). This leadership is critical and cannot be in conflict with a separate church office.  Paul tells the ELDERS in Acts 20 that they were the overseers (EPISKOPOS).  This further strengthens the case that the elders were older men who were appointed as pastors, as Titus 1:5 already showed.
1 Tim 5:1(YLT) Rebuke not an elder, but intreat him as a father; and the younger men as brethren;2  The elder women as mothers; the younger as sisters, with all purity ….. 17 (YLT) The well-leading elders of double honour let them be counted worthy, especially those labouring in word and teaching,18  for the Writing saith, ‘An ox treading out thou shalt not muzzle,’ and ‘Worthy is the workman of his reward.’19  Against an elder an accusation receive not, except upon two or three witnesses.20  Those sinning, reprove before all, that the others also may have fear;

1 Timothy 5 starts out speaking of elders (presbyteros) in the context of OLDER people.  It then transitions into exhortations concerning elders “that rule well” (KJV), or are “well-leading” (YLT), though the term “elders” is not coined as an “office”, as “deacons” is in 1 Timothy 3:13.  As we saw in the previous section, those who “LEAD” the church are the overseers/bishops (we call them pastors today).  These are the ones that “feed the flock”, “give the word” to the flock, and have to give account.  Therefore 1 Timothy 5:17 is speaking of elders (older men) that are “leading”, or effectively acting as pastor/overseer/bishop.  This is also supported from the context established in verse 1.  If the elder was an office in and of itself, 1 Timothy 5:17 would be telling us that the elder leads the church, which would be in direct conflict with the pastoral office.  The pastor is the leader, or shepherd, of the congregation.  The qualifications of the pastoral/bishop/overseer office is laid out in 1 Timothy 3.

1Pe 5:1 (YLT) Elders who are among you, I exhort, who am a fellow-elder, and a witness of the sufferings of the Christ, and of the glory about to be revealed a partaker, 2  feed (verb form of POIMEN) the flock of God that is among you, overseeing (verb form of EPISKOPEO) not constrainedly, but willingly, neither for filthy lucre, but of a ready mind,3  neither as exercising lordship over the heritages, but patterns becoming of the flock,4  and at the manifestation of the chief Shepherd, ye shall receive the unfading crown of glory.

Peter links himself being an elder – not as an office, but as being an older believer who was alive to witness Christ.  He is talking to elders who are overseers/pastors (POIMEN/EPISKOPO), because he attributes to them the pastoral functions by using the same two root words EPISKOPO and POIMEN in verb form. This is perhaps the strongest passage that supports the thesis. So, there is not an “elder” office apart from the pastoral office.

Having established the above thesis, the below passages are more easily understood as elders (older men) who were acting as a group of pastors.  Since the word “elders” is plural and is often applied to a reference of a single “church”, it seems as though the early churches had more than one pastor, and it does not mention a single senior pastor, as we do today.  Philipians 1:1 refers to the church of Philipi having “bishops” (plural) and deacons.  No passages in scripture refer to “THE bishop”, and only two passages refer to “the first bishop”, which assumes more than one (2 Tim 4:22, Tit 3:15):
Ac 11:30  Which also they did, and sent it to the elders by the hands of Barnabas and Saul.

Ac 14:23  And when they had ordained them elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord, on whom they believed.

Ac 15:2  When therefore Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and disputation with them, they determined that Paul and Barnabas, and certain other of them, should go up to Jerusalem unto the apostles and elders about this question.

Ac 15:4  And when they were come to Jerusalem, they were received of the church, and of the apostles and elders , and they declared all things that God had done with them.

Ac 15:6  And the apostles and elders came together for to consider of this matter.

Ac 15:22  Then pleased it the apostles and elders , with the whole church, to send chosen men of their own company to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas; namely, Judas surnamed Barsabas, and Silas, chief men among the brethren:

Ac 15:23  And they wrote letters by them after this manner; The apostles and elders and brethren send greeting unto the brethren which are of the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia:

Ac 16:4  And as they went through the cities, they delivered them the decrees for to keep, that were ordained of the apostles and elders which were at Jerusalem.

Ac 20:17  And from Miletus he sent to Ephesus, and called the elders of the church.

Ac 21:18  And the day following Paul went in with us unto James; and all the elders were present.
Ja 5: 14  is any infirm among you? let him call for the elders of the assembly, and let them pray over him, having anointed him with oil, in the name of the Lord
1 Tim 4:14  be not careless of the gift in thee, that was given thee through prophecy, with laying on of the hands of the eldership; 

[Since Timothy was the FIRST pastor at Ephesus per 2 Tim 4:22, this eldership referred to here was an external conglomerate of leaders apart from the local church.  Paul also laid hands on him for this office per 2 Tim 1:6, so this external conglomerate could have consisted of merely the senior level apostles]
