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1 Peter 5:1-4 1 The elders which are among you I exhort, who am also an elder, and a 
witness of the sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory that shall be 
revealed: 2 Feed the flock of God which is among you, taking the oversight thereof, not 
by constraint, but willingly; not for filthy lucre, but of a ready mind; 3 Neither as being 
lords over God's heritage, but being ensamples to the flock. 4 And when the chief 
Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory that fadeth not away.

1 The elders which are among you I exhort, who am also an elder, and a witness of the 
sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory that shall be revealed:

Peter uses the term presbuteros, which is translated elder and presbytery (presbuterion), in the New 
Testament.

Paul uses the term episkope (Timothy and Titus), which is translated bishop, to describe the same 
office.

The Greek word could be taken to describe a an older man, but in context here, it is understood to 
mean the office of elder in the church. As we proceed through the study we shall see how this is upheld 
throughout the New Testament.

However, we should first understand that the concept of leadership by eldership was not new in 
Jewish or Gentile societies. We will look at a few scriptures from the Old Testament to support this 
idea.

In general, term translated elder (singular) from the Hebrew in the Old Testament simply means an 
older person  (man or woman). When it is translated elders (plural) it takes on a different meaning. 
When it is used in the plural, it denotes those who occupy an office of eldership, usually by election or 
selection.

Elders in Egypt: Genesis 50:7 And Joseph went up to bury his father: and with him went up all the 
servants of Pharaoh, the elders of his house, and all the elders of the land of Egypt,

Elders in Israel: Exodus 3:16 Go, and gather the elders of Israel together , and say unto them, The 
LORD God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, appeared unto me, saying , I 
have surely visited you, and seen that which is done to you in Egypt:

Elders in Moab and Midian: Numbers 22:7 And the elders of Moab and the elders of Midian 
departed with the rewards of divination in their hand; and they came unto Balaam, and spake unto 
him the words of Balak.

Moses establishes the elders as the judges and rulers over Israel. There are two things to note: 1. All of 
the people were to be taught in God's rules of doctrine and practice. 2. The qualifications for the elders 
were established so that the doctrine and practice was upheld in Jewish society.

Exodus 18:13-26 13 And it came to pass on the morrow, that Moses sat to judge the people: 
and the people stood by Moses from the morning unto the evening. 14 And when Moses' father 
in law saw all that he did to the people, he said , What is this thing that thou doest to the 
people? why sittest thou thyself alone, and all the people stand by thee from morning unto 
even? 15 And Moses said unto his father in law, (Continued)
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(Continued) Because the people come unto me to enquire of God: 16 When they have a matter, 
they come unto me; and I judge between one and another, and I do make them know the 
statutes of God, and his laws. 17 And Moses' father in law said unto him, The thing that thou 
doest is not good. 18 Thou wilt surely wear away , both thou, and this people that is with thee: 
for this thing is too heavy for thee; thou art not able to perform it thyself alone. 19 Hearken now 
unto my voice, I will give thee counsel , and God shall be with thee: Be thou for the people to 
God-ward, that thou mayest bring the causes unto God: 20 And thou shalt teach them 
ordinances and laws, and shalt shew them the way wherein they must walk , and 
the work that they must do . 21 Moreover thou shalt provide out of all the people 
able men, such as fear God, men of truth, hating covetousness; and place such 
over them, to be rulers of thousands, and rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of 
tens: 22 And let them judge the people at all seasons: and it shall be, that every great matter 
they shall bring unto thee, but every small matter they shall judge : so shall it be easier for 
thyself, and they shall bear the burden with thee. 23 If thou shalt do this thing, and God 
command thee so, then thou shalt be able to endure , and all this people shall also go to their 
place in peace. 24 So Moses hearkened to the voice of his father in law , and did all that he had 
said . 25 And Moses chose able men out of all Israel, and made them heads over the 
people, rulers of thousands, rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens. 26 And they 
judged the people at all seasons: the hard causes they brought unto Moses, but every small 
matter they judged themselves.

Deuteronomy 1:9-18 9 And I spake unto you at that time, saying , I am not able to bear you 
myself alone: 10 The LORD your God hath multiplied you, and, behold, ye are this day as the 
stars of heaven for multitude. 11 (The LORD God of your fathers make you a thousand times so 
many more as ye are, and bless you, as he hath promised you!) 12 How can I myself alone bear 
your cumbrance, and your burden, and your strife? 13 Take you wise men, and 
understanding , and known among your tribes, and I will make them rulers over you. 14 
And ye answered me, and said , The thing which thou hast spoken is good for us to do . 15 So I 
took the chief of your tribes, wise men, and known , and made them heads over you, 
captains over thousands, and captains over hundreds, and captains over fifties, and captains 
over tens, and officers among your tribes. 16 And I charged your judges at that time, saying , 
Hear the causes between your brethren, and judge righteously between every man and his 
brother, and the stranger that is with him. 17 Ye shall not respect persons in judgment; but ye 
shall hear the small as well as the great; ye shall not be afraid of the face of man; for the 
judgment is God's: and the cause that is too hard for you, bring it unto me, and I will hear it. 18 
And I commanded you at that time all the things which ye should do .

Joshua 24:1 And Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem, and called for the 
elders of Israel, and for their heads, and for their judges, and for their officers; and they 
presented themselves before God.

The office of elder in Israel would continue into the time of Jesus Christ. The Sanhedrin was a ruling 
council (a.k.a., presbtery) of elders in Israel, with authority over the Jews.

Acts 5:21b But the high priest came , and they that were with him, and called the council 
together , and all the senate of the children of Israel

However, the original intent of the office, as established by Moses, was one of limited, local, authority 
over the Jewish tribes. 
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The elders (a.k.a., the council or senate) were those who would persecute and kill Jesus Christ. 

Matthew 16:21 21 From that time forth began Jesus to shew unto his disciples, how that he 
must go unto Jerusalem, and suffer many things of the elders and chief priests and scribes, 
and be killed, and be raised again the third day.

Matthew 26:47 And while he yet spake, lo, Judas, one of the twelve, came , and with him a 
great multitude with swords and staves, from the chief priests and elders of the people.

Matthew 27:1 When the morning was come , all the chief priests and elders of the people 
took counsel against Jesus to put him to death : 

The role of elder had been changed by the Jews to become one of general authority, rather than one of 
specific authority. The intervention of man and the desire for power had distorted the role.

When the church is established, Jesus selects 12 disciples to be his apostles. 

Matthew 10:1-6 1 And when he had called unto him his twelve disciples, he gave them 
power against unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal all manner of sickness and all 
manner of disease. 2 Now the names of the twelve apostles are these; The first, Simon, who is 
called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother; 3 Philip, 
and Bartholomew; Thomas, and Matthew the publican; James the son of Alphaeus, and 
Lebbaeus, whose surname was Thaddaeus; 4 Simon the Canaanite, and Judas Iscariot, who 
also betrayed him. 5 These twelve Jesus sent forth, and commanded them, saying, Go not into 
the way of the Gentiles, and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not: 6 But go rather to the 
lost sheep of the house of Israel.

The 12 are given special spiritual and physical powers which were transferred by prayer and the laying 
on of the apostles' hands.

Acts 6:1-7 1 And in those days, when the number of the disciples was multiplied, there arose a 
murmuring of the Grecians against the Hebrews, because their widows were neglected in the 
daily ministration. 2 Then the twelve called the multitude of the disciples unto them, 
and said, It is not reason that we should leave the word of God, and serve tables. 3 
Wherefore, brethren, look ye out among you seven men of honest report, full of the 
Holy Ghost and wisdom, whom we may appoint over this business. 4 But we will 
give ourselves continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the word. 5 And the 
saying pleased the whole multitude: and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy 
Ghost, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolas a 
proselyte of Antioch: 6 Whom they set before the apostles: and when they had prayed, 
they laid their hands on them. 7 And the word of God increased; and the number of the 
disciples multiplied in Jerusalem greatly; and a great company of the priests were obedient to 
the faith.

Acts 8:14-17 14 Now when the apostles which were at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had 
received the word of God, they sent unto them Peter and John: 15 Who, when they were come 
down, prayed for them, that they might receive the Holy Ghost: 16 (For as yet he was 
fallen upon none of them: only they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.) 17 Then laid 
they their hands on them, and they received the Holy Ghost.
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1 Timothy 4:14 Neglect not the gift that is in thee, which was given thee by prophecy, 
with the laying on of the hands of the presbytery.

There is, however, no indication that the miraculous powers which were given to the apostles, then 
passed on to the early elders and deacons, continued into the post-apostolic age in which we now live. 
The laying on of hands by the presbytery today is symbolic of that which was done by the apostles and 
does not impart any special gift as it is God who gives the Holy Ghost to men just as it is He who 
ordains them to their special roles within the church, as Jesus did with the apostles.

John 15:16 Ye have not chosen me, but I have chosen you, and ordained you, that 
ye should go and bring forth fruit, and that your fruit should remain: that 
whatsoever ye shall ask of the Father in my name, he may give it you.

Acts 20:28 Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the 
Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased 
with his own blood.

Ephesians 4:7-16 7 But unto every one of us is given grace according to the measure of the 
gift of Christ. 8 Wherefore he saith, When he ascended up on high, he led captivity captive, and 
gave gifts unto men. 9 (Now that he ascended, what is it but that he also descended first into 
the lower parts of the earth? 10 He that descended is the same also that ascended up far above 
all heavens, that he might fill all things.) 11 And he gave some, apostles; and some, 
prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers; 12 For the perfecting 
of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ: 13 
Till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect 
man, unto the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ: 14 That we henceforth be no 
more children, tossed to and fro , and carried about with every wind of doctrine, 
by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in wait to deceive; 
15 But speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in all things, which is the 
head, even Christ: 16 From whom the whole body fitly joined together and compacted by that 
which every joint supplieth, according to the effectual working in the measure of every part, 
maketh increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love.

The ordination of a man to the office of elder or deacon is a serious matter and is not to be done in a 
rash manner. Paul warns Timothy:

1 Timothy 5:22a Lay hands suddenly on no man,

Elders were necessary to church order and to be ordained in every city.

Titus 1:1-5 1 Paul, a servant of God, and an apostle of Jesus Christ, according to the faith of 
God's elect, and the acknowledging of the truth which is after godliness; 2 In hope of eternal 
life, which God, that cannot lie, promised before the world began; 3 But hath in due times 
manifested his word through preaching, which is committed unto me according 
to the commandment of God our Saviour; 4 To Titus, mine own son after the common 
faith: Grace, mercy, and peace, from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ our Saviour. 5 
For this cause left I thee in Crete, that thou shouldest set in order the things that 
are wanting , and ordain elders in every city, as I had appointed thee:
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