
Key Doctrine Session #4         Presbyterianism 
Key	Doctrine	#4	–	Presbyterianism	

Read:	Exodus	18:13-27	

	

Looked	at	importance	of	doctrine,	5	sola’s	of	the	reformation,	

gathering	for	worship.		Today	want	to	think	about	the	church	and	

ask	why	Presbyterianism.		I’ve	mentioned	that	my	desire	would	be	

for	a	new	church,	in	time,	to	associate	with	the	IPC	(International	

Presbyterian	Church).	

	
The	Church	

First	we	want	to	say	the	church	is	the	work	of	our	Triune	God,	Father,	

Son	and	Holy	Spirit.		God	the	Father	sends	His	Son	into	the	world	to	

purchase	a	bride	for	Himself	with	His	own	blood	and	they	send	the	

Holy	Spirit	to	apply	all	of	the	benefits	of	Christ’s	work	to	the	church.	

	

All	the	benefits	of	Christ	come	alone	to	His	church	&	there’s	therefore	

no	salvation	out	side	the	church.		Nothing	on	earth	should	therefore	be	

dearer	to	our	hearts	than	the	blood-bought	church	of	Christ.	

	

That’s	in	sharp	contrast	to	how	many	Christians	today	view	the	church	

	

For	many,	the	church	is	viewed	as	an	optional	extra,	a	support	

network	we	can	plug	into	when	we	need	to.		It’s	not	just	non-

Christians	who	are	quick	to	say	they’re	religious	but	don’t	like	

‘organized	religion’.			

So	whereas	just	a	couple	of	decades	ago	regular	church	attendance	

meant	you	went	to	church	at	least	once	a	Sunday,	today	going	to	

church	once	every	three	or	four	weeks	is	considered	regular.	

	

Salvation	is	seen	as	something	between	God	and	me.	I	make	my	

personal	decision	and	it’s	all	about	my	personal	experience	of	God	–	

I	don’t	need	others	to	be	a	part	of	that.	

	

But	I	want	to	say	that	salvation	is	about	the	church	and	the	church	is	
about	salvation.		You	can’t	have	one	without	the	other	

	

If	we	want	to	know	the	glory	of	what	God	has	done	in	Christ,	as	He	

brings	it	to	us	by	the	glorious	work	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	if	we	want	to	

know	the	riches	of	the	work	of	the	Lord	Jesus,	we’ll	find	it	in	the	

church.	

	

We	can	only	relate	to	God	through	our	covenant	head	the	Lord	Jesus	

and	therefore	we	can	only	relate	to	God	as	members	of	His	

covenant	people	–	the	church.			

	

The	Holy	Spirit’s	work	is	to	unite	lost	sinners	to	the	bride	of	Christ.	

The	church	is	the	community	where	God’s	Spirit	is	especially	at	work	

amongst	God’s	covenant	people	to	conform	us	more	into	Christ’s	

likeness.	The	church	is	where	the	action	is.	
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There	is	one	Lord	of	the	Church,	one	head	–	the	Lord	Jesus	Christ,		

(Eph.	4:5,	Col	1:18)	of	His	one	body	made	up	of	all	those	He	is	saving	

throughout	history.		Because	we	are	Christ’s	body	we	are	precious	

to	in	His	sight	–	He’s	at	work	to	make	us	a	bride	without	spot	of	

blemish.		And	therefore,	in	order	that	the	enthroned	Lord	Jesus	as	

the	head	of	His	church	might	rule	over	and	teach	His	people	through	

His	Spirit	and	Word,	He	has	appointed	officers	within	the	church	to	

minister	to	them.	

	
Today	many	Christians	don’t	think	there	is	a	Biblically	prescribed	

form	of	church	government	and	that	how	church	is	lead	and	

structured	should	be	chosen	on	an	ad	hoc	and	pragmatic	basis.		

“Whatever	works	is	fine.”	

	

But	that’s	at	odds	with	both	the	teaching	of	the	Bible	or	the	

evidence	of	church	history.		So	John	Murray	
	

That which elders or bishops rule is the blood-purchased possession of Christ, 
that which cost the agony of Gethsemane and the blood of Calvary’s accursed 
tree.  … It is now His body, and he is the head.  How shall we dare to handle that 
body, how shall we dare to direct it’s affairs, except we can plead the authority of 
Christ.  The church as the body of Christ is not to be ruled according to human 
wisdom and expediency but according to the prescriptions of him in whom are hid 
all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge - Murray (Gov. in the Church of Christ 
	

Throughout	history	there’s	been	4	main	forms	of	church	government		

	

Presbyterianism	–	a	presbytery	(council	of	elders)	made	up	of	elders	

from	churches	within	a	region	governs	the	church	

	

Episcopal		-	In	addition	to	elders	and	deacons,	Christ	appointed	a	

separate	and	distinct	office	of	bishop	within	His	church		

	

Congregational	–	a	local	church	is	to	be	governed	by	one	or	more	

elders	with	and	the	congregation	of	the	church	

	
Erastian	–	the	church	should	be	ruled	by	a	political	monarch	(the	

King,	think	Henry	VIII)	

	

I	won’t	spend	too	much	time	with	the	Erasian	or	Episcopal	forms	of	

church	government,	as	there	seems	little	Scriptural	warrant	for	

them,	and	I’m	guessing	the	majority	of	us	have	little	experience	of	

those	forms.		I	want	to	outline	the	Presbyterian	form	of	government,	

which	you’ll	see	has	a	number	of	similarities	with	the	congregational	

model,	but	I	will	also	point	out	what	I	think	are	important	and	

Biblical	differences.	

	

It	is	important	to	say,	we	don’t	want	a	party	spirit	among	us,	do	we?		

We	want	to	work	with	all	those	who	are	actively	and	unashamedly	

standing	fast	on	and	sharing	the	gospel	of	Christ.		We’d	want	

meaningful,	Christ	honouring	fellowship	with	reformed	evangelical	

Baptist,	Anglican	&	Independent	churches.	
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But	I	am	convinced	the	reformed	Presbyterian	understanding	of	the	

church	is	the	one	that	really	grasps	the	glory	of	what	knowing	Christ	

is	all	about.			
	

def.	presbyterianism	–	the	English	translation	of	the	Greek	word	

presbyteros,	which	can	mean	elder	as	an	‘office	holder’,	or	simply	an	

‘older	man’.			Presbyterion	found	in	Luke	22:66,	1	Timothy	2:14	

means	“council	of	elders.”	
	

The	word	episkopos	meaning	overseer	or	bishop	is	another	

designation	for	the	elder	as	can	be	seen	in	Acts	20:17,	28,	Titus	1:5,	

7,	Phil	1:1.	

	

Biblical	grounding	for	Presbyterianism	

	

So	let’s	first	look	at	the	biblical	evidence	for	this	Presbyterian	or	

“council	of	elders”	form	of	church	government.			

	

Moses,	the	priests	&	Levites,	then	the	Judges	&	even	the	Kings	of	

Israel	were	all	assisted	in	governing	Israel,	God’s	OT	people.		So,	as	

God	calls	Moses	to	lead	His	people	out	of	Egypt	He	says,	
	

Go and gather the elders of Israel together and say to them, ‘The LORD, 
the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, has 

appeared to me, saying, “I have observed you and what has been done to 
you in Egypt, 	… 18	And they will listen to your voice, and you and the 
elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt1	
	

Then	there’s	the	famous	incident	in	Exodus	18:13-27	where	Moses’	

father-in-law,	that	we	read	to	begin	with.		Then	in	Numbers	11:14-

25	God	appoints	elders	to	aid	Moses.	
	

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Gather for me seventy men of the elders of 
Israel, whom you know to be the elders of the people and officers over 
them, and bring them to the tent of meeting, and let them take their stand 
there with you. And I will come down & talk with you there. And I will take 
some of the Spirit that is on you & put it on them, and they shall bear the 
burden of the people with you, so that you may not bear it yourself alone.2	 	
	

There	wasn’t	another	leader	who	lead	with	the	same	authority	and	

status	as	Moses	in	the	OT	yet	he	governed	Israel	along	with	a	group	

of	elders.		Fast	forward	to	the	time	of	the	kings	and	when	Israel	is	in	

it’s	pomp	in	the	days	of	King	Solomon	we	read	
	

Then Solomon assembled the elders of Israel and all the heads of the 
tribes, the leaders of the fathers’ houses of the people of Israel, before King 
Solomon in Jerusalem, to bring up the ark of the covenant of the LORD out 
of the city of David, which is Zion3	
	

																																																								
1	Exodus	3:16–18	(see	also	Exodus	4:29)	
2	Numbers	11:16-17	
3	1	Kings	8:1	
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Again	it’s	a	council	of	elders	who	govern	the	people.		Finally,	fast	

forward	to	the	exile	period,	as	God’s	people	are	away	from	the	land	

and	under	foreign	rule,	still	this	form	of	a	“council	of	elders”	govern	

the	people.		So	Ezekiel	says	(8:1)	
	

In the sixth year, in the sixth month, on the fifth day of the month, as I sat in 
my house, with the elders of Judah sitting before me, the hand of the Lord 
GOD fell upon me there4	
	

And	the	practice	continues	into	the	NT.	As	Jesus	is	arrested	&	the	
Jewish	leaders	conspire	to	have	Him	killed,	we’re	told	Lk	22:66	
	

When day came, the assembly of the elders of the people gathered 
together, both chief priests and scribes. And they led him away to their 
council, and they said,5	
	

The	word	there	for	assembly	of	elders	is	presbuterion.		We	see	Paul	

using	the	word	in	the	same	way	in	Acts	22:5,	to	describe	the	Jewish	

leaders	He	worked	with	as	he	persecuted	the	early	church	
	

And	it’s	this	practice	of	God’s	people	being	governed	by	elders	that	

was	present	from	Moses’	day	and	continued	into	the	NT,	that	lies	

behind	Paul’s	practice	of	appointing	a	group	of,	or	plurality	of	elders,	

to	oversee	every	church	he	planted,	
	

And when they had appointed elders for them in every church, with prayer 
and fasting they committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed. 6	
																																																								
4	Ezekiel	8:1	
5	Luke	22:66	

When	writing	to	Titus,	Paul	commands	him:	
	

appoint elders (notice it’s more than one) in every town as I directed you7 
 

As	the	years	passed	and	the	apostles	passed	from	the	church	scene,	

the	churches	were	to	continue	being	governed	by	these	councils	of	

elders,	chosen	by	the	people	according	to	the	qualifications	laid	out	

in	1	Timothy	3	and	Titus	1.	

	

Now	I	don’t	think	there’s	anything	different	there,	&	you’d	find	both	

Congregational	&	Presbyterian	churches	governed	by	a	group	of	elders.			
	

So	everybody	on	board	so	far?	

	

So	God’s	appointed	a	council	of	elders	to	govern	the	blood-bought	

people	He’s	working	amongst	through	His	Spirit	for	His	glory.		What	

then	are	these	men	to	do?	

	
The	duty	of	elders	
	

Paul	exhorts	the	elders	from	the	church	at	Ephesus	
	

Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy 
Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he 
obtained with his own blood.8 
																																																																																																																																											
6	Acts	14:23	
7	Titus	1:5	
8	Acts	20:28	
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The	church	are	like	God’s	flock	and	elders	are	like	shepherds	to	

oversee	and	care	for	them.		Peter	explicitly	exhorts	elders	to:	
	

shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not 
under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful 
gain, but eagerly; 3	not domineering over those in your charge, but being 
examples to the flock9 
	

From	these	&	other	passages	the	elders	have	responsibility	to:	
	

1. Keep	the	members	of	God’s	flock	from	going	astray	(instruct).		

They	must	not	only	know	God’s	word	but	be	able	to	teach	&	

apply	it	to	others	
2. Protect	the	members	of	God’s	flock	from	wolves	that	teach	

falsehood	and	practice	evil.		They	must	instruct	the	church	in	

truth	so	they	are	able	to	discern.	

3. Go	after	members	who	go	astray.		He	must	reprove,	correct	&	

discipline.	

4. Pastoral	care	and	spiritual	uplifting	of	the	cast	down	in	spirit.		
	

That’s	the	role	God’s	appointed	this	body	of	men	to	carry	out	and	

you	can	see	elders	are	to	be	men	of	God’s	Word	and	prayer	–	that’s	

how	they	govern	the	church.			

	

																																																								
9	1	Peter	5:2–3	

Let	me	briefly	say	that	deacons	are	appointed	within	a	church	to	serve	

in	practical	ministries	in	order	to	free	the	elders	to	word	and	prayer	

minister.		However	it’s	a	spiritual	office,	needing	godly	men	and	

women10	who	“hold	the	mystery	of	the	faith	with	a	good	conscience,”	

to	serve	well,	but	not	to	govern,	which	is	the	elders	specific	role.		
	

Any	questions?	
	

So	far,	I	think	all	I’ve	said	could	be	equally	said	of	both	

Presbyterianism	and	some	forms	of	Congregationalism.			
But	now	I	want	to	focus	on	where	these	two	forms	differ	and	show	

why	I	think	Presbyterianism	is	the	form	of	church	government	most	

faithful	to	the	teaching	we	find	the	Bible.			

	

And	the	difference	lies	over	what	is	the	nature	of	the	relationships	

between	individual	local	gospel	churches	and	where	authority	

should	lie	in	determining	doctrine	and	practice	within	the	church.		
	

Presbyterian	Connectionalism	
	

In	Ephesians	Paul	reminds	us	of	the	unity	of	all	believers	in	Christ	

and	that	actually	there	is	only	one	church		
	

There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope 
that belongs to your call— 5	one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6	one God 
and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.11	

																																																								
10	International	Presbyterian	Church	Book	of	Church	Order,	section	4.2	
11	Ephesians	4:4–6	
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As	much	as	possible	we	want	to	display	the	oneness	of	Christ’s	body	

in	the	way	church	is	structured.		Our	oneness	but	be	in	the	one	faith	

so	we	need	to	hold	to	the	same	truth,	but	from	Jesus	prayer	in	John	

17:21	we	should	have	as	our	goal	a	united	visible	church	(no	

denominations	or	factions).	

	

And	I	do	think	the	New	Testament	shows	the	principle	of	mutual	
accountability,	dependency,	and	submission	among	the	churches.		

So	in	Acts	8:14	the	church	in	Jerusalem	send	Peter	and	John	to	

investigate	Philip’s	work	in	Samaria.	

	

In	Acts	12:1-3,	missionaries	are	sent	out	by	the	Antioch	church,	who	

then	return	to	Antioch	(14:27)	&	report	the	state	of	the	Gentile	church	

	

But	I	think	we	see	the	connectional	nature	of	the	NT	church	best	in	

Acts	15,	where	we’re	informed	of	the	appeal	made	by	the	Antioch	

church	to	the	apostles	and	elders	in	Jerusalem.		Paul	and	some	of	

the	elders	from	Antioch	go	up	to	Jerusalem	to	meet	with	them	in	a	

deliberative	council	&	then	together	they	render	a	decision	in	the	

form	of	a	letter.		Let’s	turn	to	Acts	15:1	
	

But some men came down (to Antioch) from Judea and were teaching the 
brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, 
you cannot be saved. 
 

That’s	the	issue	that	arises	in	Antioch.	So	how	did	the	church	

respond,	well	initially	there’s	a	debate	in	the	Antioch	church,	but	

when	that	fails	to	resolve	issues	we	read	v.2	
 

And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with 
them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go up 
to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question 
 

Remember	Paul’s	an	apostle	but	He	doesn’t	just	say,	“I	order	you	to	do	

this.”		So	v.4	they	get	to	Jerusalem	&	report	to	the	church,	elders	&	

apostles	in	Jerusalem	about	all	God’s	been	doing	
 

When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the 
apostles and the elders, and they declared all that God had done with them 
 

As	a	part	of	that	they	inform	the	council	or	gathering	of	apostles	and	

elders	about	those	who	are	teaching	that	people	must	be	

circumcised	to	be	saved,	v.6		
 

The apostles and the elders were gathered together to consider this matter. 
 

And	Peter,	Paul,	Barnabas	and	James	amongst	others	present	their	

understanding,	they	come	to	a	judgment	and	then,	v.22	
	

Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, 
to choose men from among them and send them to Antioch with Paul and 
Barnabas. They sent Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas, leading men 
among the brothers, 23	with the following letter	
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So	do	you	follow	the	flow?		This	group	of	elders	and	apostles,	some	

from	Jerusalem	and	some	from	Antioch	come	to	a	resolution	on	

what	should	be	done,	they	write	down	their	judgment	and	send	a	

group	of	elders	and	apostles	back	to	Antioch	to	ensure	what	they’ve	

agreed	is	carried	out	there.		But	the	interesting	thing	is	that	when	

you	look	at	the	beginning	of	the	letter	in	v.23	it	reads	
	

“The brothers, both the apostles and the elders, to the brothers who are of 
the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia, greetings.12 
 

Do	you	see,	it’s	not	just	the	church	in	Jerusalem	&	Antioch	who	are	

expected	to	hold	to	the	judgment	made	by	this	mixed	group	of	

apostles	&	elders	it’s	the	wider	Gentile	church	in	Syria	&	Cilicia.	

	

Clearly,	these	early	churches	were	not	independent	&	autonomous,	

but	mutually	submissive,	dependent	&	accountable	to	one	another.		It	

wasn’t	the	case	that	when	the	church	in	Syria	got	the	letter	they	view	it	

as	useful	advice	&	dismiss	the	bits	they	don’t	think	applied	to	them.			
	

What	this	“council	of	elders”	determined	had	binding	implications	

on	all	of	the	churches	because	of	the	united	nature	of	the	church	of	

the	Lord	Jesus.		Can	you	see	that?	

So	in	a	Presbyterian	form	of	government	there	are	3	levels	of	jurisdiction	
	

																																																								
12	Acts	15:23.	

i. the	local	council	of	elders	(session)	within	a	church	–	proposed	by	
that	church’s	session	(eldership)	and	voted	on	by	members	within	

the	local	congregation	in	which	the	man	would	serve,	to	request	
that	presbytery	consider	him	for	appointment.		This	level	exercises	
oversight	of	faith	and	life	of	the	local	congregation.	

	

ii. A	presbytery,	composed	of	representatives	from	the	session	(local	
church	elders)	and	the	ordained	ministers	of	the	churches	in	a	
prescribed	geographic	area.		This	level	exercises	oversight	and	

coordinates	the	work	of	and	gives	advice	and	council	to	the	local	
churches	in	its	area	of	responsibility	

	

iii. General	assembly	(synod)	made	up	of	elder	representatives	and	

the	ordained	ministers	of	all	the	presbyteries,	which	meets	

annually	and	allows	each	church	to	have	a	voice	in	guiding	the	
spiritual	and	practical	affairs	of	the	church	in	a	region.	

	

	
In	contrast	with	the	Presbyterian	form	of	church	oversight,	in	

congregationalism	the	final	governing	authority	resides	within	the	

local	congregation	itself.		There	are	different	views	over	just	who	in	

the	local	church	exercises	final	authority.	
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i. single	elder	(pastor),		

ii. plurality	of	elders,	

iii. corporate	board,		

iv. congregational	full	democracy,		

v. Holy	Spirit	led.	
	

Whatever	form	of	internal	governing	authority,	when	congregational	

churches	enter	into	communal	relationships	with	one	another	(the	

Fellowship	of	Independent	Evangelical	Church’s	[FIEC]	for	example),	

all	actions	taken	by	such	associations	are	regarded	only	as	advisory	

and	are	not	binding	on	any	particular	local	‘independent’	church.	
	

	
In	order	for	pastors	and	or	church’s	not	to	become	a	law	unto	

themselves,	answering	to	no	one,	the	Presbyterian	form	of	church	

government	found	in	Scripture	prevents	the	warping	of	priorities	

under	the	influence	of	his	it’s	biases.	
	

The	principle	of	rule	by	a	plurality	of	elders	who	are	in	turn	

accountable	to	others	elders	is	the	biblically	mandated	form	of	

church	government	for	healthy	church	life.	

	

Questions?	


