
Biblical grounding for Presbyterianism 
 
A “council of elders” seen to form part of leadership throughout Old Testament 
 
Exodus 3:16-18 - as God calls Moses to lead his people (also Exodus 4:29) 
 
 
Exodus 18:13-27 – Jethro’s wisdom in appointing elders 
 
 
Numbers 11:16-17  - elders appointed to aid Moses 
 
 
1 Kings 8:1 – Solomon’s temple consecration 
 
 
Ezekiel 8:1 – Israel’s exile in Babylon 
 
 
 
In the New Testament the “council of elders” still form the leadership of Israel 
 
Luke 22:66 
 
 
Acts 22:5 
 
 
 
Paul’s practice to appoint a plurality of elders to oversee every church he plants 
 
Acts 14:23 
 
 
Titus 1:5 
 
 
 
What are the duties of elders? 
 
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.1 

																																																								
1	Acts	20:28	

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 flock2 

 
Responsibilities of elders  
 

i. to keep God’s flock from going astray through teaching 

ii. to protect God’s flock from wolves that teach falsehood or practice evil 

iii. to go after members who go astray 

iv. to pastorally care for the folk and lift up the spiritually cast down 

 
Elders carry out their responsibilities through the Word and prayer 
 
What about deacons? 
 
 
Presbyterian Connectionalism 
 
The unity of the body of Christ 
 

There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call -	one 
Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.3	

 
Mutual accountability, dependency and submission among the churches4 
 
The Jerusalem Council – Acts 15 
 
v.1 issue arises in Antioch church 
 
v.2 Paul & Antioch elders debate but fail to resolve issue, so Paul & elders go to Jerusalem  
 
v.6 in Jerusalem elders & apostles from Jerusalem & Antioch resolve the issue 
 
v.22 Paul & Antioch elders sent back to Antioch to ensure what’s been agreed is carried out 
 
v.23 letter to Antioch also binding on wider church (Syria and Cilicia) 
 

																																																								
2	1	Peter	5:2–3	
3	Ephesians	4:4–6	
4	See	Acts	8:14,	12:1-3	and	14:27	



Three levels of Presbyterian government 
 

i. local council of elders (session) – 
oversight of faith and life in local congregation. 
Voted on by church members, to request 
presbytery appoint to office 
 

ii. presbytery – representatives from 
local church elders of a geographic area.  
Oversight and coordination of work giving 
rulings to local churches 
 

iii. General assembly – meets annually, 
representatives from presbyteries to allow each 
church to have a voice in spiritual and practical 
affairs of wider church 

 
 

In Congregationalism the final governing authority lies within the local congregation 
 

 
 

- single elder (pastor),  

- corporate board,  

- Holy Spirit led, 

- plurality of elders, 

- congregational full democracy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

External support from communal relations with other churches can only be advisory and are 
not binding on each individual ‘independent church’. 
 
 

Things to think over this week: 
 

What benefits and what concerns would you have over the Presbyterian form of church 
government? 
 

 
Supplementary material: (available online): 
M	Roberts,	Principled	and	Practical	Presbyterianism,	Catalyst	2016,	www.ipc.church/resources/	
P	Levy,	The	Four	C’s	of	Presbytery,	ipc.church/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/The-Four-Cs-of-Presbytery_Levy.pdf	
M	Jones,	Why	you	should	be	a	Presbyterian,	thegospelcoalition.org/article/why-you-should-be-a-presbyterian/	
International	Presbyterian	Church,	Book	of	Church	Order,	www.ipcsynod.com	

Key Doctrines #4 
Presbyterianism 

 

What is the Church? 
 

The work of our Triune God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
 
All the benefits Christ won on the cross come alone to His church, applied by the Holy Spirit 
 
No salvation outside of the church – nothing on earth should be dearer to us 
 
The church is not just an optional extra ‘support network for Christians’ 
 
Salvation is about the church and the church is about salvation 
 
We relate to God through our covenant head as His covenant people – His body 
 
How does Jesus as the head rule over His body, the church? 
 

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.	–	John	Murray	(Government	in	the	Church	of	Christ,	in	Collected	Works)	

 
Presbyterian – a council of elders, from churches within a region govern the church 
 
Episcopal – hierarchical structure where the office of bishop is seen as distinct from elder 
 
Congregational – each local church governed internally, often by one of more elders 
 
Erastian – the church ruled by a political monarch (Henry VIII) 
 
Beware party spirit – want to fellowship and work with all Bible-based, gospel churches 
 
def. presbyterian – English translation of Greek presbyteros – ‘office holder’, ‘older man’. 

presbyterion found in Luke 22:66 and 1 Timothy 2:14 meaning “council of elders” 
	
def. bishop – Greek epikopos – overseer or bishop which from Acts 20:17, 28, Titus 1:5, Phil. 

1:1 is a function of an elder rather than a distinct office 
 


