Shepherding III

Spiritual Gift or Churchly Office?
     There are no “church offices” in the New Testament—only ministry tasks that people were gifted to do and recognized by the church.  All church order is an ‘afterwards,’ an attempt to follow what God has already designed by apportioning gifts for the common good of any given body of people. (1 Cor 12:7)  The selection and appointment of people to church ministries ought to be the church’s recognition of the leadership that is already being shown.   Even in Acts where early Jewish churches have inherited  “elders” from the synagogue, it is the “Holy Spirit who had made them overseers” or “given some to be pastors.” (Acts 20:28 Ephesians 4:11)

          All of this is hopelessly confused because “elders” are often thought to be a governing board that sets the budget, hires and fires the preacher, makes policy decisions, and grant permission for members to do everything by virtue of their having an “official office.” Thus there are many worldly church leaders who think they exercise authority like a Sheriff, who can arrest someone by the authority of his office, while a person without such official authority cannot.  Along with David Lipscomb I want to say this is an unscriptural “Lording it over the flock.”  The church of Christ should have no such officers according to this worldly, business model. A pastor who cannot pastor without an ordination is not a pastor.  Elders may be relationally influential, but they voice the collaborative  judgment of the whole church.      You see, if one views a shepherd’s job as that of a prayer partner, family counselor, someone in whom we confide and from whom we expect some form of feedback about our character, (not someone making policy decisions) it is clear that being “elected elder” could not prepare a man to do this job.  The  question to think about when considering someone as a pastor is whether the person is spiritually gifted to be your marriage counselor, the director of your prayer life, or your mentor in ministry with or without an “official” appointment.  

        This means that a perfectly moral man is not necessarily a shepherd.  Much has been made in our circles of “elder qualifications.” But before we ever consider a person’s character, it is important to ask is a person already demonstrating his giftedness to do this ministry?  Pastors don’t become pastors at ordination.  That pastoral work is already being done with long practice, intensive study and a gifted connectedness with people. Without this, the church would have no reason to formally acknowledge the gifts.  (Ephesians 4:11 and Acts 20:28)   Even when talking about formal appointment to ministry, the Bible teaches that first there should be a time of trial service where a person’s ministry is tested prior to his ordination. (1 Timothy 3:10)  

      But having said that, there is an important accountability and blessing a shepherd  experiences by receiving a congregational call and ministerial appointment.   One does not have the right to just say, “God has gifted me to be an overseer.  I’m showing up at the next elders’ meeting.”  Rather, a person’s giftedness is discerned in a community of believers.  Someone who is gifted to lead and be an understanding presence in one setting, may not be a good pastor in another setting.  None of the leading men in the Speedway congregation would be a good pastor  in the Nigerian Church who meets in the Community Center.  This is not because we are not good people and don’t have gifts—our gifts just do not match that particular setting.  Ordination says that the church as a whole, and the teaching ministry in particular, wishes to fully support a shepherd’s care for a particular set of people.  This boosts a leader’s spirits for he knows that he serves at the pleasure and with the confidence of the whole body of spirit-led believers.  He is a pastor because God has given him to be such, but he in part knows this because his gift has been collectively discerned by the church.

