Shepherding I

One True Pattern or Multiple Models?
        I once had a conversation with a woman who was upset that I had suggested the Corinthians used musical solo’s in their worship.  She thought the “New Testament Church” had sung congregationally.  She was surprised that I said they probably did it both ways.  There is more than one way ‘do church.”

        I know this is a hard transition.  We have assumed there is a singular set pattern for the way the church governs itself. We are not unique in this.  For centuries the church identified itself with a particular institutional structure--Rome.  Luther changed this, believing, “where the word is, there is faith; and where faith is, there is the true church.”  The correct form of the church came to be understood not in institutional terms but in terms wherever the gospel was preached.  But Calvin, of whom Churches of Christ fall heir, backtracked.  A lawyer, Calvin believed a specific form of church structure and administration is laid down by precedents in scripture. The difficulty was that the Reformation could not figure out what that church structure was.  Dozens of versions of church government emerged among competing  groups each claiming to have restored the “New Testament pattern.”

       Why couldn’t they agree?  Because they were all  right!  The first century probably did it many ways.  It is possible to find passages that support Episcopal, Presbyterian, and Congregational church governments--all three. There is not just one specific pattern. The Holy Spirit evidently saw fit to use different structures in different places and circumstances. The Spirit gifted people to lead and serve with different gifts.   In Corinth there was a collection of prophets and teachers who were gifted to teach the flock.  There is no mention of “elders” in a letter given to solving one pastoral problem after another.  The same seems to be true of the church in Antioch.  (Acts 13:1-3)  In Thessolonica, though admittedly our correspondence with this church is quite early, we read only of a group of rulers, patrons, sponsors or directors (proistamenoi) who were expected to work hard encouraging the church.  In the book of Hebrews,  the Greek-speaking Jewish church had men that were greeted separately as leaders or simply “leading men” who were supposed to watch over and help members do self-evaluations.  (Hebrew 13:17,24)

      The bottom line is this:  The way we try to practice church government at Speedway right now is scriptural.   Of course it would be beneficial to formally recognize shepherds to whom we all could look for prayer and counsel and to whom a very wide consensus of us could demand leadership. Formally ordaining men like this has been a goal of this church for some time. We may decide to do this. But we should not do this simply out of the misguided conviction that we have to fill scriptural “slots” or “offices” in order to be a “scriptural church.”  There is a variety of patterns of church governance in the New Testament. Ours looks more like the church of the Hebrews and the church in Thessalonica than the ones in Phillipi and the churches in the pastoral letters. (Ephesus and Crete) An argument can be made that the latter were later in time and better developed, but the former were not wrong.

       This is not to say that just any system of governance will suffice.  The Holy Spirit gifts people,  and he expects that we will not be leaderless.  People must use their gifts.  He expects that there be people who can be accountable to help lead the congregation in deference, wisdom, and with vision.  Our present structure alone does not prevent this, and merely another structure would not necessarily provide it. There are a number of models that would allow for Spirit-led leadership.
