Church Polity
Presentation for Korean Ministers in the United States



1.  Theology Of Leadership

The Model of Jesus Christ

Jesus led his disciples as a servant.  Even though he was Master and host of the table, yet he is the one who served the table.  He found greatness in his service, and his service generated respect and admiration among his disciples.


God leads his people by coming among them, sharing their burdens, and modeling his life before them.  God demonstrated love and therefore calls us to love.  God demonstrated humble service and therefore calls us to humble service.  God demonstrated sacrifice and therefore calls us to sacrifice.  God calls us to model who he has shown himself to be in Jesus Christ.


Ben Campbell Johnson (Rethinking Evangelism) identifies Jesus' incarnational mission model with four points.  First, God took the initiative.  Second, God identified with his people.  Third, God participated in their life and struggles.  Fourth, God transformed their lives by his ministry among them.  Leaders are called to follow the model God has given us in Jesus Christ.  They should take initiative, identify with those whom they lead, participate fully in their lives and be God's instrument of transformation in the community.


God leads his people with patience, love and forbearance.  He leads his people by sharing his life with them, and entering their lives.  God gave of himself through sharing our burdens and sorrows in Jesus Christ.  God leads his people by becoming one with them.  Christ leads his church by giving himself for it.

Servant Leadership Style

Just as Jesus led his disciples as a servant, so the leaders of a local church should lead as servants.  Jesus modeled the kind of leadership he expected among his disciples.  Leaders serve when they function as leaders.  It is their model or example which carries the weight of leadership.


Servant leadership does not exercise authority like a sergeant over a platoon but rather it exercises authority when it functions as a servant (Luke 22:25).  "Authority" is functional.  It is not jockeying for position or the search for control.  It is servanthood.  Jesus said, "the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves" (Luke 22:26) because Jesus was among his disciples "as one who serves" (Luke 22:27).  Leaders do not "lord it over" the congregation, but they serve by example (1 Peter 5:3).  They do not function as a corporate board, but as a ministry team which models the values of God, serves the goals of Jesus Christ and guides the direction of God's people.


The specific function of the leadership team is to equip members of the body for ministry.  The leadership team must help people identify their gifts, provide opportunity for the use of those gifts, and permit people to exercise those gifts in the freedom of ministry.  God's people must be free to use their gifts in the service of God's kingdom.  Leadership should not control or constrain the use of gifts within the church as if it must know everything that is happening in a congregation.  Rather, leadership must make room for God's own gifting of his church.  It must make room for the use of those gifts within biblical parameters.


Leadership must both serve and get out of the way of those who serve.  It must take the role of a servant and at the same time set the tone for a community where service is encouraged by a leadership style that is open to God's working through that community.  Leaders must involve others through a participatory style of leadership.


Leadership is participatory rather than authoritarian.  It seeks consensus, builds community and guides the community.  It does not dictate or demand, but it models, encourages and serves the community.

The Giftedness of the Church

There is one body and God has distributed various gifts throughout that body for the sake of building up his church.  Paul writes:  "Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others" (Romans 12:4-5).


Romans 12:6-8 offers this list of the gifts which it is not intended to be exhaustive, but illustrative:

	And having gifts according to the grace given to each of us

	
prophecy

	
ministry (service)

	
teaching

	
exhorting

	
giving

	
leading

	
showing mercy



There is no intention to "rank" these gifts in Romans 12:6-8.  There is no "first," "second," etc. and the grammar does not support a ranking structure.  Rather, it is a listing of various functions.  1 Corinthians 12 uses the analogy of ministry functions as "feet", "eye" and "ears" of the body.  Each needs the other.  God intends to distribute the functions of ministry throughout the body so that the whole body is involved and so that shared ministry creates a oneness within the body.  


God has gifted his church.  He has invested himself in his church through gracing people with ministry gifts and opportunities.  If the church is to function as a united community, then God's people must exercise their gifts as good managers of God's investiture.



2.  Specific Functions within the church.


The Function of Evangelists (Eph. 4:11; Acts 21:8). "Preaching the gospel" is a broad task which included:  (1) apostles (Acts 5:42; 13:32; 14:7,21; 15:35; 16:10); (2) saints (Acts 8:4; 11:20); (3) evangelists like Philip (Acts 8:12,25,35,40).

The task of the evangelist is to witness to the gospel, explain it and apply it to saint and sinner alike (as in the ministry of Paul; 1 Cor. 1:17; 9:16,18).


The Function of Leaders (Rom. 12:8; 1 Thes. 5:12).  There are those who "labor" among, "rule" over, and "admonish" the church in Thessalonica (1 Thess. 5:12).  These are a group (plural) of servants who lead the church in Thessalonica.  This group is not specified, but it probably includes evangelists and/or elders or other kinds of leaders there.   Paul uses a combination of these terms in 1 Timothy 5:17 (as we will see below).  Another text, which does not use the term proisthmi, but has the sense of "leaders" is Hebrews 13:7, 17, 24.  These leaders were the original teachers of the community and continuing teachers of that community.  Their roles were as evangelists, teachers or shepherds is unspecified.  It probably included all of these roles.


The Function of Elders (Acts 20:17-35). In the Acts, elders led the church in Jerusalem (Acts 11:20), elders were appointed in every church (Acts 14:23) and elders and apostles discuss a church division (Acts 15:2, 4, 6, 22, 23; 16:4).  However, the task of elders is described in Acts 20.  Paul functioned as an evangelist/teacher among them (Acts 20:20, 21, 24-25).  Paul reminds the elders about their function (Acts 20:28):  They function as shepherds over the flock to watch over the flock and shepherd the church of God.   They function as care-takers or overseers.  Cf. Philippians 1:1, "bishops and deacons". They support the weak (Acts 20:35).


The task of elders is also described in 1 Peter 5:1-4.  As an elder, Peter addresses the elders of the congregations to whom he writes.  Peter reminds them of their function.  They are to shepherd the flock God has given to them.  They are to oversee or care for this flock.  This is not an exercise of power or authority, but it is a leading through example and influence. Jesus, as the chief shepherd, is the model for these elders.


The Correlation of the Ministry of Evangelists and Elders.  Paul offers advice to Timothy as an evangelist (1 Tim. 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6).  Timothy received a gift for ministry.  Paul had ordained him to this ministry by the laying on of his own hands (2 Timothy 1:6).  Presumably, this was during the time when Timothy was part of Paul's mission team in Acts.  The elders in Ephesus, as a body, ordained him through the laying on of their hands (1 Timothy 4:14).  This ordination appointed Timothy to the exercise of his gifts as an evangelist.  Timothy, then, was ordained as an evangelist with the Ephesian church.  He had his own calling through Paul, but he also worked in relationship with the elders of Ephesus.  As an evangelist, Timothy also functioned to appoint others to various tasks of ministry, presumably even to the eldership (1 Tim. 5:22).  Timothy was given a list of qualifications for bishops (1 Tim. 3:1-7) as well as deacons (1 Tim. 3:8-13).


Paul also left Titus as an evangelist in Crete (Titus 1:5).  Paul left Titus in Crete to do two things:  (1) teach and (2) appoint elders in every city.   Apparently, Titus was to help the development of churches in Crete by arranging for the appointment of elders in every city.


Paul offers some description of the nature of an evangelist's ministry in his letters to Timothy (1 Tim. 4; 2 Tim. 2; 4:1-5) and Titus (Tit. 2-3).  Timothy should teach the church (1 Tim. 4:6, 11, 13), avoid foolish controversies (1 Tim. 4:7), provide a model life of godliness (1 Tim. 4:8-9,12), and make full use of his gift (1 Tim. 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6).  Titus should proclaim the gospel (Titus 2:11-14; 3:3-8), provide ethical guidance for the church (Titus 2:1-10), lead the church through teaching (Titus 2:1, 15) and to abstain from controversies and profitless debates (Titus 3:9-11).


Timothy is involved in the assessment of qualified men to serve as elders/bishops (1 Tim. 3:1-7).  Timothy is involved in the honoring of elders who serve well, and he is involved in judging elders who have been accused (1 Tim. 5:17-22).  Elders have a ministry of "ruling" or "leading.” Elders who rule well deserve honor (1 Tim. 5:17).  Elders must have demonstrated leadership ability in the context of their family (1 Tim. 3:4) just as the deacons should also demonstrate leadership ability (1 Tim. 3:12).  Elders also have a ministry of teaching.  One qualification of elders is the ability to teach (1 Tim. 3:2).  Some elders excel in the ministry of teaching (1 Tim. 5:17).


According to Paul's advice to Titus, elders have a primary function of leading the church through protection against false teachers and troublemakers (Titus 1:9).  They must deal with troublemakers while Titus must devote his attention to the substance of the Christian message.



3.  Brief discussion of background for Churches of Christ in America.


Presbyterian Background (17th & 18th Century).  Plurality of elders in a local congregation.  Teaching Elder (Pastor) is the official teacher of the church.  Ruling Elders (plurality) function as co-leaders with the teaching elder in conducting the affairs of the church.  Together teaching and ruling elders form the leadership of the church.  Only the teaching elder has sacramental authority, but the body of elders (presbytery) exercise ecclesiastical authority.


British Dissenter Background (18th Century).  Plurality of elders desired in each local congregation.  However, a single elder could function where there were no others qualified.  These elders functioned as teachers and leaders of the church.  Evangelists functioned as traveling teachers and were not located in specific congregations.  


Stone-Campbell Beginnings.  The original vision of the American Restoration Movement was basically that of the British Dissenter tradition with the addition of "evangelists" who rode "circuits" on the American frontier as revivalistic preachers.  Alexander Campbell, Christian System (1839), 61-2 has this arrangement (see also "Order," Millennial Harbinger (1835), 483-528):

Bishops, whose office it is to preside over, to instruct, and to edify the community--to feed the church of the Lord with knowledge and understanding--and to watch for their souls as those that must give account to the Lord at his appearing and his kingdom, compose the first class.

Deacons, or servants--whether called treasurers, almoners, stewards, doorkeepers, or messengers--constitute the second.  For the term deacon originally included all public servants whatever, though now most commonly confined to one or two classes; and improperly, no doubt, to those only who attend to the mere temporal interests of the community.  They are distinguished persons, called and commissioned by the church (and consequently are always responsible to it) to serve in any of these capacities.

Evangelists, however, though a class of public functionaries created by the church, do not serve it directly; but are by it sent out into the world, and constitute the third class of functionaries belonging to the Christian system...Evangelists...are persons devoted to the preaching of the word, to the making of converts, and the planting of churches.


The standard model for Churches of Christ in the 20th century has been 

J. W. McGarvey's The Eldership (1870).  It provides the model which most Churches of Christ have followed.  Elders are a body of qualified men who teach and rule the church.  They represent the church, discipline it, and lead it.  In order to have elders, the church must have a plurality of qualified men.  This model envisioned elders as the authority figures in the local church.  They controlled the spiritual direction, the monetary expenditures, and the discipline of the church.  Evangelists were hired to fulfill certain functions, like preaching, teaching or specific ministries (as in the case of contemporary "Youth Ministers," "Singles Ministers" or "Education Ministers"), which required training and experience.  Deacons were appointed to specific tasks as those opportunities rose in the life of the church.


The Stone-Campbell Movement, however, went through a series of controversial discussions about the relationship between elders and evangelists.  It surrounded serveral different kinds of models.  First, the Pastor Model (1870-90s):  Some churches adopted a Presbyterian model of church leadership which distinguished the teaching elder (Pastor) from the ruling elders (the eldership).  The elders often functioned as an advisory board to the Pastor, or perhaps in ways analogous to the Presbyterian model.  Many African-American churches are modeled after this pattern, and most Christian Churches (Disciples of Christ) took up this model as well.


Second, the Located Evangelist Model (1910-30s):  Some churches adopted the "evangelist model" where the evangelist was located with a specific congregation rather than traveling a "circuit."  Churches of Christ began to adopt this model in the late 1910s.  It became pervasive in Churches of Christ in the mid-20th century.  However, many Churches of Christ divided over the legitimacy of hiring a full-time evangelist for a specific local congregation.  An early opponent of located Evangelists was Carl Ketcherside.


Third, the Authority of Elders Model (1950s-70s):  Some churches adopted an authoritarian model where elders ruled the congregation as a board of directors and the evangelist was considered an employee of the church.  This is the corporate model that now pervades contemporary Churches of Christ.  This organizes and conducts the business of the church according to corporate models of a Board (elders) and a powerless CEO (evangelist).  This the most incongruous of all models with the Restoration vision (cf. Leonard Allen, Distant Voices, ch. 14).  The Restoration Movement was a rebellion against "ecclesisastical authority" which vested authority in a single individual or group by which control was exercised over the church.  Elders were not originally conceived as "ecclesiastical authority," but as leaders among the flock.  However, in the 1870s a corporate model for elders began to emerge.  The practice of "incorporation" for the purposes of organizational efficiency and centralized control dominated the American culture.  It came then to influence the function of elders in the church.  David Lipscomb and the Gospel Advocate opposed this model for the eldership.  Elders do not have ecclesiastical authority, but they have the authority of teaching and godly lives.  Lipscomb believed that elders were "senior members" who led the church by teaching and example.



4.  Church Leadership Team
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Leadership Team

A primary function of the leadership of the church is to equip the church for ministry.  God has appointed some to specific functions or roles to equip the church.  Ephesians 4:11 lists four such functions or roles:




apostles




prophets




evangelists




shepherds and teachers [as a single group]


A purpose of these roles is to equip the saints (the people of God) for the work of ministry (service).  God gave these gifts so that his people might learn to minister (serve).  This text emphasizes the teaching function of apostles, prophets, evangelists and "shepherds and teachers."


The purpose of ministry is to build up the body of Christ (the church).  The growth and maturity of the church is the task of the church as a whole--every member must discover his/her role in the body (Ephesians 4:14-16). The leadership team, the equippers, is God's facilitators for involving each member in the ministry of the body.

Elders and Evangelists as Leadership Team

Elders and evangelists form a team for leading the church by equipping it for ministry.  Each should respect each other's calling from the Lord and work as a team without one ruling over the other.  Elders ordained Timothy to his position (1 Tim. 4:14) and Timothy had a leadership relationship among the elders with whom he worked (1 Tim. 3:1-7; 5:22; Tit. 1:5).


Elders must respect the calling and gifts of the evangelist.  They should hear and heed his instruction/advice as one who has devoted his life to ministry, study and training.  The evangelist has a broader function than the life of a particular congregation, and the elders of a congregation should understand that his ministry extends beyond the local church.  In other words, the evangelist is no mere hireling of a particular eldership.  He is a servant of the universal church.


Evangelists must respect the calling and gifts of the elders.  They should respect the wisdom, experience and congregational leadership of the elders.  Through their godly lives and faithful experience God has invested them with wisdom and understanding that should guide a local congregation.  The evangelist ought to serve in concert with that local leadership rather than dominate the life of the church.  An evangelist must respect the local leadership of a particular congregation and seek their guidance as they shepherd that particular flock.


Together they function as a leadership team which equips the church for ministry.  Elders and evangelists should have a mutual relationship that respects each others calling and gifts.  God has distributed these gifts to the church, and the two must work together as parts of the same body with mutual respect and honor.

The Function of Elders

The primary function of elders is to shepherd the local church with wise guidance.  Elders arise out of a local congregation and are tied to it as shepherds of that flock.  Their task is to teach, lead, model Christian godliness and care for that flock.  They are "senior" members (not a "recent convert," 1 Timothy 3:6) who have the reputation, gifts, and influence to lead a particular congregation.  They are leaders who have emerged out of the life of that particular congregation.  They are recognized for their leadership as godly men so that the congregation offers them the respect due to "senior" members.  They do not function as an authoritarian board of Trustees, but as a council of wisdom which guides the church.

The Function of Evangelists

The primary functions of the evangelist are teaching and evangelism.  Evangelists have been called to ministry independent of a specific eldership.  They have been called by God to proclaim the gospel.  Consequently, their ultimate responsibility is not to a local church but to the kingdom as a whole.  Whether they minister in a specific congregation or serve as traveling preachers is a decision that belongs with each evangelist in accordance with the gifts and opportunities God has given to him.  Evangelists are not employees of the church, but they serve out of their devotion to God.  As evangelists, however, they ought to receive a share in the material blessings of God's people (Gal. 6:6; 1 Cor. 9:6-18).  Churches ought to financially support the evangelists which serve them.  This enables them to devote their time to the ministry of equipping and evangelism without the burdens of the marketplace evaporating their time and energy.

The Function of Deacons

There is very little on the role and function of deacons in the local church.  There are only two texts which indubitably reflect a "technical" meaning of diakonoß:  Phil. 1:1 and 1 Tim. 3:8-11.  Acts 6:1-6 may be analogous to the selection of deacons.  Nevertheless, though the evidence is meager, it is certain that these individuals functioned as servants in the church.  They were not leaders, rulers or teachers in the same sense that elders and evangelists were.  They were people who took up specific tasks and responsibilties in servide to the church as a whole so that elders and evangelists could devote themselves to their specific responsibilities as leaders (if Acts 6 is any analogy).
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