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Protected: The High Call of Eldership Churches

 

If your church is an eldership church, it bears the
great responsibility of uniting the local
body of Christ where you live. 

 

Here’s a question for you pastors.

If an apostle had asked you to shepherd the church in Corinth in the first
few years, would you have done it?

Yes…? No….?

Compare your answer with these….

Paul asked Timothy but the church there scared him. He replied,
“please, Paul, no, not me!” (1 Cor. 16:10-11).

After that Paul practically begged Apollos but he said, “No way!” ( 1
Cor. 16:12).

So why didn’t Paul ask Sosthenes? He had suffered for Christ and carried the letter we call 1 Corinthians from
Paul to the church (Acts 18:17, 1 Cor. 1:1). He was perfect…

….but he wasn’t even asked.

So imagine Paul asking you to move to Corinth. Wouldn’t you honor an apostle and go?

In spite of how hard it would be to turn down an apostle, it really would have been better that you not go to Corinth.
Why?

Because if you became its shepherd you would have represented
something foreign to the New Testament…

… church leadership under a single pastor, priest, or presbyter.

Instead, by both precept and example the form of governance in the
New Testament (NT) is always eldership, which is a plurality of men
equally sharing authority in a church. It’s such a pronounced pattern that Paul forced 1st Century churches to adopt it,
commanding Titus to “appoint elders in every city” (Titus 1:5).[1]”Precept and Example” is the Bible’s own method for
determining doctrine and duty, and can be read about here.
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Which means churches like Corinth had to wait for the right men to grow
up in Christ before it would have elders instead of setting one man apart
and above. Such elders were always men, that is, men who could be
appointed by the exact qualifications given by God in 1 Tim. 3:1-7 and
Titus 1:5-9.[2] In large part impatience with these qualifications for a
plurality of men is one reason why many disagree with eldership. It
hinders church expansion plans. Or, it crosses their traditions. As an
example of the latter, one pastor despised eldership due to his Baptist
tradition and traveled across the United States to prevent another
Baptist church from adopting it. Other Baptists will acknowledge the
matter of plurality but wrongly put full-charge eldership under
congregational (i.e., quorum) vote. By subjecting elder decisions and appointments to congregation approval, such
men stand opposed to the biblical precepts that hold qualified elders accountable to Jesus Christ, and not the
congregation, for full-charge governing authority (i.e., Heb. 13:17, 1 Thess. 5:12-13, Acts 20:28, 1 Tim. 3:5, 5:17, see
more below). They feel their churches are safer when holding their leaders accountable to their votes, under the
theory of bene esse, i.e., “what works best.” Yet the apostle did not allow such things, ever. Historically, when the
church in Corinth matured it implement eldership, as attested in 1 Clement, written in AD 96: “to the church of God
sojourning at Corinth, to them that are called and sanctified by the will of God…” “Who did not rejoice over your
perfect and well-grounded knowledge? For you did all things without respect of persons, and walked in the
commandments of God, being obedient to those who had the rule over you, even submitting to the elders among
you.” Clement’s word for elders is “presbuterois,” translated “elders” in the NT, and occurs five time times in Clement’s
letter. He once calls the elders “the overseers” (trans. from episkopoi, in 1 Clement 42:4, reflecting the same
connection of “elders” in Acts 20;17 and “overseers” in Acts 20:28 (cf. Phil. 1:1). Clement never mentions a single
bishop who is above the elders (i.e., episcopacy, or “three office governance”), nor hints at any polity other than full-
charge eldership. Without a plurality of qualified elders to shepherd the people away from their natural inclinations
and towards Christ, temporary men fill a solo-shepherd role because the people of the church want the freedom to
choose their own leaders in schism. Like Cain’s anger, schism is always crouching at the door in a church that isn’t
governed by qualified elders,

“For, in the first place, when you come together as a church, I hear
that schisms exist among you; and in part I believe it.
For there must also be factions among you, so that
those who are approved may become evident
(1 Cor. 11:18-19).

So unless you like to place yourself where angels fear to tread, you probably should have told Paul, “Sure, I’ll visit and
do some preaching, OK? But I can only stay a week or two.”

 

Paul’s Original Pattern

It’s a self-confident man who imagines himself skilled enough to be the lone elder in a church no matter how old or
young the church is. He has no biblical precedent to encourage such confidence, but likely relies on church polities
built on a foundation other than the New Testament.

Therefore, eldership churches are unlike all other churches that pass their time on earth. They alone move, exist, and
have their being in the Bible, for they enjoy the benefit of having the Scripture explain the appointment, duties, and
dismissal of elders in explicit detail, while all other churches rest these matters on the traditions of men.
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Yet they are weak, so weak. Sin undoes them so easily. Eldership churches were the first to experience defection.
Paul told the elders of the church in Ephesus to “be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the
Holy Spirit has made you overseers” (Act 20:17, 28). What were they to be on guard for? Men from within their
eldership, and men from outside their church, would tear apart the flock, forming schismed and heretical churches in
the city:

“I know that after my departure savage wolves will come in among
you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own
selves men will arise, speaking perverse things,
to draw away the disciples after them.
Therefore be on the alert.”
(Acts 20:29-31)

Paul’s words should not be missed here. Schism and heresy are the illegitimate
children of eldership churches, not vice-versa. Such defecting men and their
churches are so completely disavowed in the New Testament you won’t read of a
single one, although their messy tracks can be traced if you know where to look .

Even today the unwritten story of Church History is fragmentation from the
original unity the churches enjoyed in every city. Multiple churches in every city
are visible proof that the fruits of eldership have been long rejected: Christian
forbearance, love, true doctrine, and especially, unity – exactly what Paul, under
the Holy Spirit, calls for from the eldership at Ephesus in Acts 20:17-38.

Going back to Corinth then, they suffered greatly without qualified elders and
needed help outside of themselves to confront their trenchant autonomy: dealing
with sin problems their own way. They needed to learn obedience, and thus Paul
provided them a series of letters to conform them:

“to this end also I wrote, so that I might put you to the test,
whether you are obedient in all things” (2 Cor. 2:9).

Paul’s letters and visits prevented the Corinthian church from schisming. It was such a triumph Paul announced it at
the end of his letter to the Romans, written from Corinth:

“Gaius, host to me and to the whole church, greets you.
Erastus, the city treasurer greets you,
and Quartus, the brother.”
(Romans 16:23)[3]cf. 1 Cor. 1:10. To this day the “Erastus Stone” sits exposed in ancient Corinth,
unprotected from the elements, yet is of great archaeological and biblical value.

The Corinthian church was not held together by church autonomy, but rather, was almost destroyed by it. “The whole
church” was held together instead by apostolic ministry until it could move ahead with the High Call of an Eldership
Church: keeping united the whole body of Christ.
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The Low Call of Eldership Churches

So first, let’s discuss the low call of eldership churches. Churches with a
plurality of qualified elders enjoy a congregation of people who willingly
and intelligently submit to their shepherding authority. I say intelligently,
for God Himself grants in His word to a team of men who meet His
qualifications for the work. Christian people submit to rightly appointed
elders because they have a submissive heart formed by a sincere faith
in the gospel.

Qualified shepherds who serve in eldership churches serve with great
responsibility. Those who join that church entrust them, under the
sovereignty of God, with their souls (Heb. 13:17). Such a heavy mantle
produces shepherds who stand up to wolves and schismatic threats as
stewards of God (Titus 1:7). Only in this way can church problems receive spiritual solutions instead of political ones.

And, as a system of governance, eldership is exactly that – a rejection of the
political for the spiritual. It gains congregational consensus by the real application
of Christ as Head of the body and not by a political weave of quorums and
parliamentary procedure.

But these features aren’t the best reason for having your church led by full-charge
elders. After all, some churches can feature eldership as a form but still be wildly
disobedient to Christ. Why, some churches boast on how eldership, as a form,
streamlines decision making and executive powers, but are spiritually abusive.

Now, consensus in leadership is preferable to the ‘checks and balances’ forms of
church governance (representative and congregational). But still, some men
are tempted to trust in the pragmatic benefits of elder polity, including how
eldership changes pastoral ministry so it is more broadly accomplishes
shepherding, instead of the better reasons for eldership.It is true that by having
godly men function as a team of equals in eldership, multiple men are involved in
counseling, teaching and governing and are able to collectively bear the pain of genuine ministry to sinning sheep. As
the dean of eldership polity for a generation now, Alexander Strauch, explains:

“By definition, the elder structure of government is a collective
leadership in which each elder shares equally the position,
authority, and responsibility of the office.”

But these benefits and responsibilities of eldership, and others like them, only comprise in themselves the low call of
an eldership church.

Of course the polity revealed in God’s Word will be superior to all others. But just being an eldership church…
that’s only doing the minimum. We eldership churches are fools to presume that since we “do church better” we
get favor from God. In reality, all churches reap what is sown in matters of church governance. “Who maketh thee to
differ from another? (1 Cor 4:7, KJV). The belief that God’s give special grace to a church that has the biblical form of
church governance is futile.[4]These are the presumptions of Apostolic Succession  in Orthodoxy and Roman
Catholicism None is promised in Scripture. Instead, eldership as polity is not a claim on God for greater grace, but
rather, an offering of obedience to Him:
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“So you too, when you do all the things which are commanded
you, say, ‘We are unworthy slaves; we have done only
that which we ought to have done.'”
(Luke 17:10)

Think about this, too. Being content to be an eldership church among the many other types of churches where you
live has never been the revealed will of Jesus Christ in Scripture, so let’s not imagine we’re doing God a favor by
being “independents.” We cannot go on seeing ourselves as just another church on the landscape of Christendom,
and be content with that. To be content with your own elder polity church AND to be content with all the other polity
churches is not an option if we desire the obedience of the body to the Head. We who obey Scripture in eldership are
doing right, but we ought not merely coexist with all the natural polity churches and smile winsomely.

But before we go to the high call of eldership churches, let’s locate ourselves in the weave of church history up to the
present time.

 

Where Do Eldership Churches Fit In?

We eldership churches have tried to recognize ourselves as being like
congregationalist churches (or Free Churches). We think of ourselves as
autonomous. Yet, even as we try to connect to others, face it, we are overlooked to
the point of laughability. Other churches are larger, better funded, and popular while
we struggle with the great difficulties of obedience to Scripture. Perhaps we even feel
a bit resentful and ignored. Of course, when did obedience to the apostles ever get
popular?

We’re the original, and we don’t even get a seat at the table.[5]Most eldership
churches today are led by men convinced that church autonomy is biblical, so we’re
like congregational churches. But when is autonomy ever recognized in Scripture as
anything but disobedience? Sometimes folks claim eldership comes from the Jewish
synagogue, but the synagogue featured a Shaliach, or president, as well as a series
of single officials. They were not governed by elder boards. For further study, please
read this.

Have you seen how eldership is marginalized to irrelevance? Two recent multiple
perspective books on “all” the church polities ignore eldership altogether. One is Perspectives on Church
Government, and the other is Who Runs the Church. These books only discuss eldership as existing under
congregational oversight.

They aren’t interested in what we say, but then again, they don’t let church history speak either. The earliest of church
history documents is likely 1 Clement (AD 96). It clearly affirms eldership without any reference to mono-episcopacy
(a single bishop or senior figure with authority above the elders), and refers to “the elders” as being the same as “the
bishops.” Nor does it affirm in any legitimate sense representationalism or congregationalism. This ancient letter is
extremely well-known among scholars, as are many other early church documents exhibiting the same reality. But
you won’t find that in these books because they reflect a highly selective parsing of church history, not Scripture.
Clement’s eldership got swallowed up by episcopalianism after the first few centuries.

The funniest example of this is page 23 in Perspectives on Church Government. The editors introduce the book to the
readers, calling it a collection of “five essays offered from what might may be considered as classic positions on the
matter of governing the church.” However, three of these five “classic positions” are congregationalism (single pastor,
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plural pastor, and a variation). Congregationalism itself is a form of governance the editors admitted three pages
earlier came to exist in the last 20% of church history. Classic? How about ‘johnny-come-lately’?

It’s nothing new. We’ve been uninvited to the ecumenical table for a long time, brothers. Eldership got swallowed up
by mono-episcopacy (i.e, three church offices: bishop, presbyters, deacons of a single church) so that by 300 AD it,
and not eldership, was the norm in most places. Then came the authority and secular polity of Constantine and most
churches transitioned to hierarchical episcopalianism by the end of the 4th C. That’s
a bishop over multiple churches (archbishop), with presbyters (priests) and deacons
in the single churches under him. Ever since, hierarchical episcopal churches boast
of the greatest numbers of churches through history.

Over a thousand years of church history passed until representationalism arose in
the 16th C, even as earthly governments in the West transitioned from kings to
parliaments. Without going into detail, representationalism is parliamentary polity.
Once itself the johnny-come-lately, there are many representational churches
connected to others in tens of thousands of denominations today.

Lastly, congregationalism proliferated as secular parliaments realized their
impotence to mandate people’s religious preferences without arousing civil unrest.
Congregationalism arose out of 17th C Anglo-Saxon strifes within Western
parliamentarian democracies as independent groups claimed to be New Testament
churches. Today they too claim hundreds of thousands of churches.

As a result of being outnumbered, and sometimes linked to doctrinal compromise and militant independency, we
eldership churches have tried to exist in unassuming peace alongside these three natural polity churches devised by
man and without casting judgment on them.  Yet when we lose members to them, we feel a great grief. What went
wrong, we wonder? We’ll get to that in a minute. But first we need to see where our own blame lies.

Eldership is church polity revealed from heaven and as such it was designed to transcend the natural man’s
understanding. Therefore, if your church is content to be an insular eldership church, that is, merely being unto itself
as an autonomous church, or just another church among all the others where you live, then you have yet to
understand the role given your eldership church in Scripture. As we’ll see in a bit, Christ has a body of believers that
is schismed where you live within these natural polity churches. These natural systems of governance sustain the sin
of schism in order to sustain themselves in their compromise with Scripture and Jesus Christ. You are not to be like
them, nor to go along with them, nor to think as they do. And one of those worldly things is thinking of your church
autonomously, a topic I’ll develop more later.

 

The High Call of Every Eldership Church

Eldership has always been about rescuing the flock of God – all the believers where you live – and caring for them
until they arrive safely at heaven. That’s why eldership is costly. In distinction to all the natural polity churches where
you live, eldership arises out of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, who died to rescue the sheep.

Perhaps you grew up in Christ under a natural church governance and now marvel at God’s perfect ways revealed in
His glorious Word, but have not yet understood the high call of an eldership church. If so, then it’s time to grow. But to
do that we need to accept Scripture as the authority over all churches, and that comes by understanding precept and
example. So let’s build a case for the high call of every eldership by studying for a few minutes some preliminary
matters: the power of Precept and Example, the flock of God as the “in Christ Jesus church,” and why eldership
churches that disobey the high call die from schism and autonomy.



 

Precept and Example

To understand the authority of Scripture over all churches and thus the high call of eldership, let’s consider the
interpretive principle of Precept and Example. It’s a convincing way to evaluate all Christian doctrine and practice
because it and it alone provides a cross-check hermeneutic on all matters, and it is all contained within Holy
Scripture. For example, the following church practices are mandated for all churches because Scripture reveals them
by both Precept and Example:

Church Practice Precept Example

Preach the gospel Romans 10:15, 2 Tim.
4:2-3

1 Thess 1:8, 1 Cor. 14:23-25

Does discipline on the
unrepentant

Mat. 18:17, 1 Cor. 5:13 1 Cor. 5:1-13, 2 Cor. 2:6, 2 Cor. 13:1, 2 Th. 3:11, 1
Tim. 5:19

Meets together for worship Heb. 10:25, 1 Cor.
11:18-20

Acts 2:42-47, Acts 5:42, Acts 14:27

Makes Disciples Mat. 28:19 Acts 14:21, Acts 18:27

Prays Eph. 6:18, James 5:16 Acts 4:24, Acts 12:5

Loves the brethren John 13:34-25 Acts 2:45

Meets the needs of worthy
widows

1 Tim. 5:9 Acts 6:1-7

Pursues Unity Eph. 4:3, Phil. 2:1-2 Acts 15:1-41, Titus 1:5

There shouldn’t be any argument that these are critical practices of a church which, if not done result in serious
disobedience to God. As well, when the question is asked, “how do we know these are critical practices,” as opposed
to, say, head-coverings, the right answer is that they are explained in Scripture in both precept and example.
Whatever may be asserted about head-coverings, one thing cannot be said. It is not taught in both precept and
example in separate contexts of Scripture.

Another helpful example is footwashing. Churches are not bound to the practice since it is found in Scripture only in
example (John 13:12-17) but not precept.

Applying Precept and Example to the matter of church governance exposes how all natural church governance
systems are devoid of Scriptural authority:

Church Polity Precept Example

Episcopalianism:
Ruled by a Bishop

None Acts 15 is asserted,
(yet is contrary to Acts 16:4)

Representationalism:
Ruled by Synods or Assemblies

None Acts 15 is asserted,
(yet is contrary to Acts 16:4)

Congregationalism:
Ruled by Majority Vote

None Acts 6:5, 15:22 asserted,
(yet contrary to Acts 6:3, 16:4)

For the sake of making my point here let’s grant that each episcopalian, representationalist, and congregationalist is
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perfectly correct. These examples from Acts 15 do indeed affirm each one’s chosen form of church government. And
for the moment, forget the inconsistency of this claim.

Yet, even with this claim, not one of those three polities has the slightest precept in Scripture to authorize its practice.

Think about it. No precept in Scripture teaches that a church should choose a single bishop/pastor. No precept in
from Christ Himself through His holy apostles teach churches to send representatives to regional meetings, or hold
court with other churches. No precept from God teaches any church at any time should ever vote to find the will of the
majority. No bishop is ever given a precept to rule over any church by himself above other presbyters.

Without a precept people obey traditions that oppose the precepts that
are from God. Thus men’s and women’s consciences are made sinfully
presumptuous in matters of church governance. Through that
presumption, both leaders and followers are trained to disconnect Scripture and life. Worse yet, those who subscribe
to these polities must, by virtue of their subscription, call others to practice disobedience.

In distinction, a church that bases its practices on God’s word is a church that obeys those practices clearly
articulated in the NT in both Precept and Example. Its people can read the Bible and obey its governing practices
without any sinful hindrance.[6]For more on this hermeneutic principle, please read Precept and Example. Let’s look at
several precepts necessitating an eldership governance, and then follow those with some examples:

Some Precepts Requiring Elder Governance

Polity Precept Explanation

Eldership Acts 20:28: “Be on guard for yourselves and for all the
flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you
overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He
purchased with His own blood.”

Paul commands a plurality of elders
equally with two tasks: ‘be on guard,’ and
‘shepherd the flock.’ The flock is the single
church in Ephesus comprised of all the
saints in that city (cf. Acts 20:17).

1 Tim. 3:1, 4-5: “if any man aspires to the office of
overseer he must manage his own household well,
keeping his children under control with all dignity, but if a
man does not know how to manage his own household,
how will he take care of the church of God?”

Every qualified overseer is commanded to
use the same governing authority he has
in his house as he does in the church,
except that he shares it with similarly
qualified men.

1 Tim. 5:17: “The elders who rule well are to be
considered worthy of double honor…”

This command from God requires a
plurality of qualified rulers in the church.

Titus 1:5: “appoint elders in every city as I directed you” Paul commanded one form of governance
for all churches.

Titus 1:7: “the overseer must be above reproach as
God’s steward”

Every overseer must meet all the
proscribed qualifications lest he be only a
representative of a people or a church,
and not a steward of God.

1 Thess. 5:12-13: “that you appreciate those who
diligently labor among you, and have charge over you in
the Lord and give you instruction, and that you esteem
them very highly in love because of their work.”

All Christians are commanded to
recognize and submissively love the
plurality of leaders in their church, all of
whom are deserving of equal love.

Hebrews 13:17: “Obey your leaders and submit to them,
for they keep watch over your souls as those who will
give an account”

All Christians are commanded in the
language of submission to obey their
governmental church leaders.
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James 5:14: “he must call for the elders of the church” If a church does not have eldership it
forces sins of omissions from all
Christians since none can obey this
command from God.

1 Peter 5:2: “I exhort the elders among you… shepherd
the flock of God among you, exercising oversight…”

Elders are to exercise unhindered
oversight over the flock by apostolic
command.

1 Peter 5:5: “You younger men, likewise, be subject to
your elders”

Every younger man is commanded to
submit to all church elders, equally.

 

Some Examples of Elder Governance

Polity Example Explanation

Eldership Acts 14:23: “they had appointed elders for
them in every church”

So long as there were qualified men to care for the
flock, a plurality of elders was appointed by spiritual
leaders in every church.

Acts 16:4: “they were delivering the decrees
which had been decided upon by the apostles
and elders who were in Jerusalem”

The apostles included a plurality of elders in binding
churches to true doctrine. This infers that eldership
will continue after the apostles die.

Eldership Acts 20:17: “From Miletus he sent to Ephesus
and called to him the elders of the church”

All the shepherds of a single church are a collective
group called ‘elders.’

Acts 21:18: “the following day Paul went in with
us to James, and all the elders were present”

Paul receives direction from an entire eldership, not
just one bishop.

Therefore, the quality of eldership churches when governed by scripturally qualified men is first and foremost integrity
with the Word of God. Obedience to the precept and example authority of Scripture forms eldership churches.

But it is not enough to possess right doctrine on church governance, for churches are to be filled with the people of
God, Christ’s own blood-bought fruit of His cross. Therefore it is just as important for eldership churches to possess
the right doctrine of the people of God where they live or else they will end up just like the churches that employ the
polities of this world. Eldership churches must love the local body of Christ, or else they too will die, schism, or
apostatize since they will fail to fulfill their God-given design.

 

The People of God
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We are eldership churches because we took seriously integrity with
Scripture. Now let us take equally as serious our integrity with the
people of God. If we do not seek to obey the many commands to unify
the body of Christ where we live we are just as disobedient as all the
worldly churches around us, and like them, must reap judgment. For this
reason many eldership churches have died and must die, losing people
to other churches that likewise practice disobedience.

Every eldership church needs to grow up into the call of God by
submitting to the Lord of their church, Jesus Christ. This means
preferring His precious people who live near-by us, and whom He loved
so much He died to redeem, regenerate, and seal for heaven. All these
sheep are your “one anothers” of the New Testament, your brothers and sisters with whom you will spend eternity as
one Church (Mat. 16:18). You are not called prefer your particular tribe of Christians that is scattered in churches far
and wide over those in Christ near you – such as Reformed Baptist. To do so is decidedly worldly and as I’ll show
later, exposes disdain to Jesus Christ and His own accomplished work on the cross.

This will mean learning a new skill, that of shepherding not your flock at your church only, but the flock of God rescued
by Christ – all the regenerated flock of God where you live.

 

Called “God’s Flock”

When Peter exhorts the elders of many 1st C churches in Asia, he
commands them to “shepherd the flock of God among you” (1 Peter 5:2,
1:1). If they don’t, they sin.

Who is Peter speaking of? Who is the flock of God “among you?” A
covenanted membership? A small portion of the truly saved where you
live who go only to your church?

Your answer here is critical, for you will be held accountable if you are an elder. Should you willingly disobey the
command to shepherd the flock of God among you, how can you expect to receive the unfading crown of glory ( 1
Peter 5:4)? Or to ask the question another way, for whom does the Good Shepherd, Jesus Christ, hold Peter’s “fellow-
elders” accountable?

To answer these questions we need to properly interpret the phrase “the flock of God among you.” There are really
only two choices. It is either “the flock made by God” (a subjective genitive) or “the flock which is God” (an objective
genitive). The latter makes no sense, so we understand Peter to be commanding us elders to oversee those people
whom God has made His sheep, among us.

These Christians then are not just the folks in our church, as opposed to the truly regenerate in the other churches
around you. The flock of God is not a ‘self-associated’ group of people who have covenanted with your church and
have publicly agreed to be under your eldership. No, this is a people called to eternal life by a sovereign God and for
whom a glorious Christ died. They are not covenanted with you but with God through Christ their mediator.

The “flock of God among you” are all the saved among you geographically. They are not defined by Peter as those
who associate with you by their choice but those who belong to God by His choice.  Peter further says you are
accountable since they are “those allotted to your charge” (1 Pet. 5:3), and that too is from God.
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Therefore, “the flock of God among you” are all the regenerate where
you live, who belong to God through saving faith in Christ. You are a
shepherd with a great mandate to watch over people’s souls (Heb.
13:17). But don’t forget: you don’t serve them but the great Shepherd
who bought them with His blood (Heb. 13:20-21, Acts 20:28). The flock
of God are God’s people, and we who are qualified by Scripture to
share in the ministry of eldership are responsible for all the Christians in
the region we live. The “among you” are not your flock, but “God’s flock”
(1 Peter 5:2).

Like any flock of sheep they belong grazing and growing together, not
schismed into many churches. And since no human shepherd can be responsible for those he will never meet, or live
too far away to spiritually care for, Peter’s words “among you” must be geographic, that is, tied to where the elders live
(1 Peter 1:1).

As well, the “among you” flock is one flock only. Peter’s words “the flock of God among you” don’t distinguish between
your church and the others in town. Truth is, he never acknowledged such a thing. Two or more flocks in the same
locale would have meant two or more elderships in the same locale, thus confusing Peter’s words, “among you.”
Overseers are responsible to shepherd the local “in Christ Jesus” church – all those living near-by who are in Christ
Jesus.

 

The “In Christ Jesus” Church

This extended responsibility for us elders is reinforced in the opening words of Paul’s letter to the church in Philippi.
He binds together every single blessed Christian in Philippi with their church leadership:

“To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi,
including the overseers and deacons.”
(Phil. 1:1)

The elders (and deacons) were so intimately connected to “all the saints” in Philippi that they comprise, altogether in
Paul’s mind, a single “in Christ Jesus” group. This means Paul’s words “in Christ Jesus” are ecclesiological, not
soteriological.[7]Hansen, Philippians, 32

But we tend to read them as if they refer to these people’s saving union with Christ, and ignore the resulting
condescension and repetition to the overseers and deacons. Let me explain. The “saints” of Phil. 1:1 are already in
Christ Jesus, for He is the one who made them “saints” in the first place. To write “saints in Christ Jesus” is repetitive.
After all, there aren’t any saints who aren’t in Christ Jesus.

But because Paul adds “including the overseers and deacons” his words
get awkward if the “in Christ Jesus” phrase refers to salvation. Aren’t the
overseers and deacons already in Christ Jesus savingly? Or was there
some doubt on that score? When read savingly Paul’s words sound
condescending, like he is writing “to all the true Christians” – and after
them, let’s not forget to include “the overseers and deacons” too. What,
was there some concern on Paul’s part some of them weren’t in
Christ? No, and this proves the point. Paul was not stressing the
Philippians’ saving union in Christ Jesus, but something different and
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quite remarkable.

It is this: the two church offices, overseers and deacons, along with all the saints in Philippi, comprise the “in Christ
Jesus” church in Philippi. All the Christians in Philippi, and nothing less than all the Christians in Philippi, together with
the two offices of qualified overseer and deacon, are the “in Christ Jesus” expression of church. There are no other “in
Christ Jesus” forms of church known to Christ Jesus Himself.[8]This is the same truth expressed in 1 Tim. 3:15, where
the two offices of qualified elder and deacon (i.e., properly appointed by the qualifications) form the institutional
church that is the pillar and support of the truth. When either of those elements are missing, a church cannot
legitimately claim to be the pillar and support of the truth.

Now, it’s not as though the doctrine of the church and salvation are unconnected, for to worship Christ in a church
that is not an “in Christ Jesus” church calls into question whether one is even in Him savingly. To worship Him in a
church that does not contain all the saints where one lives, and does not feature these two offices, calls into question
who we really are. Are we schismatics, or worse, heretics?

The reason for the question is unity. It’s more than good stuff. Unity is the stuff of God. Just as God Himself is in
triune unity, so too is the “in Christ Jesus” expression of church. And just as there was but one set of overseers and
deacons over all the saints in Philippi, so too there was but one “in Christ Jesus” church for all the Christians in
Philippi:

“You yourselves also know, Philippians, that at the first preaching of the
gospel, after I left Macedonia, no church shared with me
in the matter of giving and receiving but you alone.”
(Phil. 4:15).

As soon as the first verse of Philippians was read to the church the
elders in Philippi knew exactly whom God held them accountable to
shepherd: every single Christian in Philippi.

But, you might ask, ‘were there not people who walked away from the
church in Philippi,’ thus creating more than one church in the city?
Sadly, yes, and by doing so provoked tears, for these schismatics and
heretics -“the many” Paul called them – were enemies of the cross of
Christ (Phil. 3:18-19).

Paul once knew them as churchgoers – he cried over them – but they
no longer knew Paul as their apostle. They rejected Paul’s “in Christ
Jesus” church in Philippi which Paul said comprised of “all the saints”
and “the overseers and deacons.” They provoked Paul’s shepherd’s heart to tears. Can you see where this is going?

 

Called to Shepherd “All the Flock”
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Paul also cried when he departed from the elders of the church of
Ephesus (Acts 20:17-38). His remarkable charge required of them the
same extent of shepherding care that Christ has for all His own: they
must not be content to guard only a part of the flock, but “all the flock”
(Acts 20:28).

So who then, exactly, is “all the flock?” It is God’s flock in Ephesus
whom “He purchased with His own blood” (Acts 20:28). That is, all the
Christians who lived in that massively populated city of the ancient
world.

Paul bases his charge on the prior work of God. He told the elders their
office was not man-made but divine in origin: “Be on guard for
yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.” Since God has made them to
rule, their obligation is to all His redeemed where they live.

In this can be discerned those men who are hirelings from those who derive their call
to shepherd from the indwelling Holy Spirit.

Hirelings, having received a call to shepherd only by the agency of man are
abundantly comfortable with schism. For most, it gives them a paycheck, social
respectability, and perhaps a cover for sin.

Thus they are interested only in ministering to those Christians who meet their
ecclesiastical agendas. They feel little to no obligation to “all the flock,” that is, the
local body of Christ, where they live.

But Christ and His under-shepherds do. By Christ’s indwelling power in them they
are made overseers by the Holy Spirit. As a result they receive the obligation to
guard all of God’s flock for whom Christ died. Such are true under-shepherds of
Jesus Christ, for they submit their accountability to Him to guard and mature His
local body in unity and love.

This reality of one church for all the people of God is pervasive throughout the
truly large cities and churches of the NT, as well as smaller cities and
churches too.

City Precept Explanation Example Explanation

Jerusalem Acts 11:27-
30: “this they
did, sending it
in charge of
Barnabas and
Saul to the
elders”

The Spirit
orders
support for
the one
church in
Jerusalem
(Acts 11:22),
to be
distributed
through its
plurality of
leaders.

Acts 5:11,
8:1, 3,
9:31,
11:22-30

The church in
Jerusalem is
only ever
called a single
church.
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Antioch Acts 15:23,
30: “to the
brethren in
Antioch…”
“they were
sent away…
to Antioch;
and having
gathered the
congregation
together, they
delivered the
letter.”

The Holy
Spirit (15:28)
orders the
creation of
the letter to
Antioch. In
obedience it
is delivered
to a single
congregation
there.

Acts 13:1,
14:27

All the
Christians in
Antioch are
one church
under a unified
leadership both
before and
after Paul’s
first missionary
journey.

Lystra, 
Iconium, 
Pisidian
Antioch

Acts 14:21-
23: “they
returned to
Lystra and to
Iconium and
to Antioch…
they
appointed
elders for
them in every
church”

No church
was ever
given a
choice as to
a preferred
form of
polity, but
submitted to
those elders
in each city-
church
appointed by
Barnabas
and Paul.

Acts 14:21-
23: “they
returned to
Lystra and
to Iconium
and to
Antioch…
they
appointed
elders for
them in
every
church”

All the
Christians
were but one
church in each
city, and each
church was
governmentally
submitted
under one
group of
elders.

Ephesus Acts 20:28
“Be on guard
for yourselves
and for all the
flock, among
which the
Holy Spirit
has made you
overseers”

The elders
are
accountable
to the Holy
Spirit to
oversee all
aspects of
“all the flock”
– the one
church in
Ephesus.

Acts 20:17:
“he sent to
Ephesus
and called
to him the
elders of
the church”

There is but
one church in
Ephesus with a
plurality of
elders in
governing
equality.

Corinth 1Cor. 1:2, 10
“To the
church of God
which is at
Corinth… I
exhort you,
brethren, by
the name of
our Lord
Jesus Christ,
that you all
agree and
that there be
no divisions
among you”

By the
resurrected
Christ Paul
commands
no more
than one
church in
Corinth for
all the
Christians.

1 Cor.
12:27: “you
are Christ’s
body, and
individually
members
of it.”

The body
metaphor
requires visible
unity in one
body every
Sunday (1 Cor.
10:16-17,
11:18, 14:23,
16:1-2)
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Rome Rom. 16:16-
18: “Greet
one another
with a holy
kiss… keep
your eye on
those who
cause
dissensions
and
hindrances…”

All the
Christians in
Rome are
commanded
to meet
together for
worship and
watch out for
enemies to
church unity.

Rom 12:5-
8: “we, who
are many,
are one
body in
Christ, and
individually
members
one of
another…
we have
gifts… let
us use
them…”

To fulfill their
one-another
obligations all
the Christians
in Rome met
with each other
each week for
worship.

Philippi Phil. 2:2:
“make my joy
complete by
being of the
same mind,
maintaining
the same
love, united in
spirit, intent
on one
purpose.”

Unity in one
church
among all
the
Christians in
Philippi is
not optional.

Phil 1:1,
4:15: “To all
the saints
in Christ
Jesus who
are in
Philippi,
including
the
overseers
and
deacons…
You
yourselves
also know,
Philippians,
that no
church
shared with
me…”

All the
Christians in
Philippi are
one church
under elders
and deacons,
and that
church sent
money to Paul.

Eldership, then, is not about overseeing one’s own small self-identified group of Christians. It is the governance given
by Christ to oversee all the Christians in every locale Christians live and die. It has always had a confrontational
relationship with every other church since only eldership can claim apostolicity (cf. Phil. 3:18-19, Romans 16:17-18).

Today, since schism is everywhere and has divided Christ’s body into hundreds, if not thousands of pieces, eldership
shows itself the slave of Christ by rejecting the source of much present schism, church autonomy.

 

Rejecting Autonomy

Autonomy, when applied to churches, means a church rules itself:

“What does it mean to be an autonomous church? The word
“autonomous” comes from two Greek words that mean
“self” and “law.” Autonomous means self-governing
or self-directing. Thus, an autonomous church
governs itself without any outside
human direction or control.”
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Such autonomy is often considered a Baptist distinctive but it is actually
a Free Church distinctive with Baptists presently taking the role of its
most vocal proponent. But they are the johnny-come-latelys. A century
ago or more the most vocal proponents were the Congregationalists.
Their forefathers wrote the Savoy Declaration (1658), which like the
London Baptist Confession after it (1689) advocated church autonomy.

Their confessions followed Westminster for the most part but differed in
select points, especially ecclesiology. In particular they wrestled with how autonomous churches could have a working
union with each other, yet remain autonomous. It has rarely worked and when it has, only for brief periods. After all,
they are trying to mix water and oil. What is the practical value of a church association so long as the association is
“not entrusted with any church-power”[9]The Savoy Declaration, 2:26. In other words, an association can recommend
but never enforce.

While it is true that NT churches had no governing authority outside of themselves it is not true that they were
autonomous. The reason is obvious. Every NT letter written to a church came from outside of it and yet was
immediately binding on that church. Asking the church to vote on accepting it, or any other activity that represented
church autonomy would have been, well, the sin of autonomy: self-law.

The Jerusalem Council universally trampled on congregational
autonomy as every church in existence was immediately required to
submit under its decrees, the creation of which they had no participation
(Acts 15:30, 41, 16:4-5).

Even specific situations such as the choice of men to minister in a
church were often outside the purview of the local congregation.
External leaders crushed church autonomy because they appointed
whom they wanted in leadership (Acts 14:23, Tit. 1:5, 1 Tim. 5:22).

Paul sent Timothy, Titus, Apollos, and a whole host of other men to
churches without asking their permission. And why would he? His apostleship wasn’t up for each church to agree or
disagree on, but came from Christ. Christ appointed him, as an apostle of
churches, to be above churches – another obvious reality that shows
autonomy is never a good thing when it comes to being a Christian, or a
Christian church. He even required churches to give money to his causes (1
Cor. 16:1-2).

My point is simply to expose the gap between the New Testament churches
and what we’ve known for the past several centuries as independent
churches. The independent church model, being natural, requires a natural
polity.

And nothing is more natural to fallen men than autonomy.

 

Autonomy, 3 John, and Eldership

http://www.sbc.net/aboutus/psautonomy.asp
http://www.creeds.net/congregational/savoy/
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 15.30
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 15.41
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 16.4-5
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Acts 14.23
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Titus. 1.5
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Tim. 5.22
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1 Cor. 16.1-2


So while autonomy is natural to fallen men due to Adam’s Fall in the garden, it must
be fought against if a man or church would belong to Christ. As such eldership
churches derive their polity from the self-denying death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ and have a higher call than autonomy, a calling found in the writings of the Holy
Spirit.

Scripture condemns autonomous churches in the book of 3 John. It features a lead
elder about to be removed from an eldership church that is in the throes of autonomy
by an outside elder: “Diotrephes, who loves to be first among them, does not accept
what we say” (3 John 9).

If the church were autonomous then Diotrophes could not have been forcefully
removed from office. But he will be by the one who calls himself “the elder” who “will
call attention to his deeds which he does” (3 John 1, 10). That public humiliation will
be the end of Diotrophes.

That elder is the apostle John, and his letter to Gaius reflects his understanding of
what elders sometimes must do, which is in this case, rescue a church from
autonomy.

John’s goals in this crisis of autonomy are three-fold:

First, he will not allow Gaius to schism and plant a new church because of his difficulties with an awful elder:
“do not imitate what is evil” (3 John 11). Thus he will deny Gaius autonomy.

Second, when John comes to the church he will dismiss and discipline the existing elders from office, and
discipline Diotrephes out of the church (3 John 9-11). The word “them” in the phrase, “Diotrephes, who loves to
be first among them” (2 John 9) is a masculine plural pronoun in the Greek and cannot refer to the church,
which would require a feminine singular pronoun. Most likely “them” refers to the all-male elder board of the
church.

Third, he will effect reconciliation by bringing back into the church those whom Diotrephes and the elders
wrongly excommunicated (3 John 10, 15).[10]For more on 3 John, read chapter 8 in The Titus Mandate

John’s treatment of the church problems show that it is not merely apostles who define and remedy church problems,
but elders as well. Therefore, elders who prefer autonomy to “one-flock” unity show forth the spirit of Diotrephes
instead of John. John’s counsel to Gaius, which is the burden of the letter, doesn’t give Gaius a scintilla of permission
to start an autonomous church as a means to solve the Diotrephes crisis. Instead, Gaius is forced by John’s
messengers to wait patiently for “the elder” to come (3 John 10-11).

It may be that Gaius needs to learn godliness by means of the church
trial, learning patience, unity, and shepherding. By such things a man
can be tested and approved to serve among a church’s all new elder
team (3 John 14).

It’s enough to make a convinced congregationalist cut 3 John out of his
Bible. Either that, or feminize the book as a treatise on hospitality.

In opposition to John and his immense regard for eldership, congregational churches schism into thousands of
churches in the same region. Each believes it possesses a divine right to start up and close at will.

As well, each claims to possess its own call from God, calls which are usually contradictory and often attached to a
list of distinctives. Such distinctives are waved about like Samarai swords. From baptism to missions to separation to
continuationism to confessionalism to Calvinism to a capella, congregationalist churches that experience any
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significant growth will almost certainly hari-kari several times before they go out of existence.

But eldership churches, in the Scripture, govern the “whole body” (Eph. 4:16, Acts 20:28), not a schismed portion of
it. And because the only reason eldership churches exist in the first place is an a priori commitment to the authority of
Scripture as evidenced in Precept and Example, all the debatable issues and contradictions among Christian
practices can be resolved by the same hermeneutic.

Autonomy, the enemy of team ministry, prizes entrepreneurial initiative and is ever in conflict with preferring others
before self, thus creating enormous tension with God’s commands on unity (Phil. 2:1-4). So even though many
eldership churches started because the soil of autonomy permitted their genesis, they must repent, ecclesiastically,
from their self-willed start.

Therefore, the high call of an eldership church is to heal schism so the family of God worships together. Your church, if
it be ruled by faithful elders, is to be comprised of the whole body of Christ in your region. God’s word allows for
nothing less.

“To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in _____________ (fill in your city) including the overseers
and deacons, grace to you and peace from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”

 

Tribalism

We’ve seen that in the NT, the church in every locale was one and united, even as Christ’s body is united. Those who
modified or ignored this apostolic teaching were either schismatics or heretics.

This is quite a challenge since some eldership churches think of themselves as autonomous! Sadly, they find a
comfortable fit within the sub-Christian culture of that allows for a lack of accountability with Scripture. They borrow
the fallen capital of congregationalism and find identity with their own few like-minded brethren, scattered far and
wide. However, they exhibit an undiscerning compromise with the Word of God since they exist as eldership churches
but without “all the flock” (Phil. 1:1, Acts 20:28, 1 Pet. 5:1-4).

Such compromise creates tribalism.

As an example, a group of eldership churches are going public with
their tribal angst. The Reformed Baptists are some of the strongest
proponents of eldership anywhere, but at the same time, deeply
committed to autonomy. Their one-foot-in and one-foot-out frustration is
made awkward through a recent series of exposés on “their own”
people and churches that pinch them in their pressure zone. They are
ever trying to grow associations of scattered, like-minded churches that possess no threat to church autonomy, yet
have authority to render decisions on autonomous churches. Non-binding decisions, of course.[11]For more on how
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Reformed Baptists are trying to merge two inherently contradictory ideas together, autonomy and accountability, see
Denominations and Associations.

Many Reformed Baptists share the same commitment to confessions as
do full subscription Prostestants, believing their confession of faith will
produce unity and ward off wolves. As history shows, though they
possess no power against human duplicity and scheming. A group of
ARBCA churches are poised to split off this year (2015) due to debates
on divine impassibility, but even apart from that comes the inevitable:

“In the past four years I have gone from sitting in the pew along
with my family to sitting in the pew by myself (my husband is disabled and my children have grown up
and gone their own way). During that time I have watched several families with whom I have
worshipped for 25 years leave our church over issues of the proper use of the 1689 London Baptist
Confession… Now we are on the brink of the [schismatic] events you mention here and I find my heart
crying out in agreement with the words you write. My faint heart doesn’t feel strong enough for the
battle I really have no part in. I can only imagine how much worse it must be for my dear elders.
Praying that your words are read and heeded.”

This dear Christian women is suffering due to church polities and practices that are accepted as good and necessary
by men but are nowhere found in Scripture. These practices are argued and debated until good people split, for the
practices have none of the gospel in them, nor do they require the elders to shepherd God’s flock among them (see 1
Peter 5:1-4 above).

By and large the Reformed Baptists miss the High Call of Eldership by a wide mile. In the apostolic writings under-
shepherds shepherd all the flock of God where they live, not, like Reformed Baptists, a tribe of widely scattered
churches who can only relate to each other by distinctives. While these churches are to be praised for their stance on
elder polity, they have yet to unlearn schism. They exercise elder polity in the Adamic soil of ecclesiastical autonomy.
It has made the elders unfaithful to the people of God and apostolic teaching where they live.

Autonomy is never praised in Scripture but rather denounced in all its self-justifying forms. The very best it does,
ecclesiastically, is lead to schism. Where did we, who believe in Scripture, ever get permission for such
autonomy?[12]Although Presbyterianism as a polity system is wrong as well, yet this author makes a valid point, does
he not? “In light of the biblical emphasis, then, on visible Christian unity and “oneness” (see John 10:10-13; Rom.
15:5-6; Gal. 3:28; 1 Cor. 1:10-13; 12:12-13; Eph. 2:14-16; 4:3-6; Phil. 2:2; Col. 3:12-14), why, Presbyterians wonder,
do Congregationalists put so much emphasis upon-indeed, even glory in as one of their distinctives – local church
autonomy, self-consciously making their independency from each other and from other denominational churches a
major reason for claiming “bragging rights” over Presbyterian connectionalism so far as their form of church
government reflecting the teaching of the New Testament is concerned? But where in Scripture is there any mandate
at all for such independency among local congregations? Presbyterians believe there is no such mandate. To the
contrary, in light of Jesus’ prayer that Christians should exhibit a visible oneness, Paul’s seven “ones” [Eph. 4:4-6] and
his constant emphasis in his letters on visible Christian unity, and the activities they see exhibited in Acts 15,
Presbyterians believe that their ecclesiastical connectionalism best reflects not only the visible oneness for which
Jesus prayed, not only the visible oneness which the apostle mandated for the church, but also the visible, concrete
connectionalism actually exhibited in Acts 15.” (Robert Reymond, The Presbyterian-Led Church, in Perspectives on
Church Government, Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2004, 110)
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John Owen and Schism

When it comes to schism such Baptists, and indeed all Free Churchers,
are the ecclesiological children of the brilliant John Owen. His writings
on schism in the 17th Century removed the doctrine of schism from
serious discussion of all subsequent Free Churchers (Congregational
churches). His most salient quote in my opinion is this:

“All the divisions of one church from another… are things… made
good or evil by their circumstances, and not that at all which
the Scripture knows and calls schism”[13] John Owen, Of Schism, in Three Books , 13:100. Owen was
often verbose, as for example, in this response to one of his critics on the topic of schism : “I do here
inform him, that if he suppose that I deny that to be a schism where there is a separation, and that
because there is a separation, as though schism were in its whole nature exclusive of all separation,
and lost its being when separation ensued, he hath taken my mind as rightly as he has done the whole
design of my book.”

Owen’s words emptied almost 17 centuries of an understood and carefully
defined meaning of the ecclesiological term, “schism.” Until Owen, schism
had been understood to be exactly what he said it wasn’t: “the divisions of
one church from another.” Schism had always been the scourge of
genuine Christians living in the same locale but who were separated into
different churches.

Owen’s brilliance, and the theological debate of his day, changed all that.
For Owen, only those within the same local church could be in schism.
Once they split apart and went separate ways, the schism was over.

Of course if that were true, then how could Paul write,

“I exhort you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
that you all agree and that there be no
schisms (σχ�σµατα) among you”
(1 Cor. 1:10)

since, as Owen’s theology of schism required, the Corinthian church already had schisms in it? Paul knew that they
had not yet schismed, that is, divided into separated groups. If, as Owen claimed, they were already in schism, then
why does Paul command them not to begin what Owen said they had been involved in for some time?

Owen missed what is obvious in the Greek text: when Paul writes, “there may be no schisms among you” (1:10) he
does so with a present subjunctive verb, “might be.”[14]κα� µ� � �ν �µ�ν σχ�σµατα  The subjunctive is important
here, for it describes the author’s uncertainty about the future. Here it shows that Paul did not believe any schisms
had yet occurred, but instead, were a future possibility. A good translation would be, “and there might be no schisms
among you.”[15]The “subjunctive naturally looks to the future for the resolution of the contingency .” Owen missed this
important feature of Paul’s Greek syntax again in 1 Cor. 12:25 where Paul also used the present subjunctive: “so that
there may be no schism.”[16]�να µ� � σχ�σµα Once again Paul’s words show that the body of Christ in Corinth had
not yet schismed into multiple churches.
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Thus Owen misinterpreted Paul’s words on schism. They were actually a solemn warning against the possibility of
dividing from each other in the future, not an acknowledgement of schism’s present existence among the Corinthians.
After all, they were still a unified body of Christ in Corinth and it is impossible for a body of Christ to be schismed and
still function as a body:

“God has so composed the body… so that there may
be no schisms (σχ�σµα) in the body… 

Now you are Christ’s body, and
individually members of it.”
(1 Cor. 12:24-27)

His brilliance on so many other topics misled his followers here, and today, Owen’s ecclesiastical children (i.e., Free
Churchers) are spread across many ecclesiastical groups, none of which have any real use for the term “schism.” As
a result the term “schism” is irrelevant and archaic for the millions in the many Free Church traditions. Schism sounds
like something only Roman Catholics care about, while they are about the real business of the gospel, continually
plant their churches on top of one another.

So it is important to be clear about what Owen was claiming in his
definition. By his definition no one, and no church, is actually in schism,
for once a church splits, the resulting groups are both churches (of
Christ). And if a church is in schism, which by his definition is a local
church having internal squabbles, it was still a single church in schism.
Churches that have internal strife but have not split are still a single
church yet are in schism. Those that have split are two local assemblies
and no longer in schism.[17]Older works decrying Owen on the point are
being reprinted.

Owen’s teaching that church splits are “things made good or evil by
their circumstances” made splits unjudgeable, for who could judge the split as good or evil since Owen (and his Free
Church followers) claimed that split churches are still, each, churches of God? To this day when Free Churchers are
asked, ‘who judges the circumstances as good or evil,’ neither Owen, nor his followers, have offered an answer. They
can’t, because their theology prevents them.

Nor will Scripture help them. As seen above in 3 John, when ‘the elder’
judged a church’s circumstance as evil (as in 3 John 11) he disallowed
schism. But Owen and his children mandate splits when the same
circumstances are found today. Having left Scripture’s definition of
schism, Owen’s Free Church followers may even judge such schisms
good for the cause of Christ.

Actually, church schisms and their circumstances are too thorny and
intricate for anyone to make complete judgments. There are always two
or more sides involved in a schism, and without a detailed (and usually
impossibly painful) discovery process of every side no judgment can be
counted on for accuracy and impartiality. And schisms are separated churches, full discovery never occurs for the
simple reason that people hide.[18]For the apostolic solution to schisms, read Paul’s Reformation on Crete.

Quite plainly, John Owen misunderstood the matter of schism. He connected it to the NT word “church” (i.e.,
“�κκλησ�α, assembly“) instead of recognizing that Paul conected it to the metaphor of the “body of Christ” ( 1 Cor.
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1:10-13, 12:25-27). A church, that is, an ecclesia, can’t be schismed because it is a definitionally a gathering of
people. That is, quite simply, what a Christian ecclesia is. It is an assembly of
persons who have gathered for worship of Jesus Christ, for good like Smyrna
(Rev. 2:8), or for bad, like Laodicea (Rev. 3:14).

But when a Christian assembly schisms, voilà, it become two assemblies.
Assemblies, by definition, can’t be schismed.[19]To understand this better
consider 1 Cor. 11:18: “For, in the first place, when you come together as a
church, I hear that divisions exist among you; and in part I believe it.”
According to Paul, it is in the Christian’s coming together that they become
church (1 Cor. 11:17, 18, 20, 33, 34, 14:23, 26). When they woke up that Sunday
morning they weren’t yet a church. It was only when they “came together as a
church” that they became a church, an ecclesia. Paul was in effect saying to
them, “Don’t be the church. Go to church.” This takes us back to the root word,
ecclesia, which was always a gathering of people. Those
who gathered to worship Jesus Christ were the church
that day, and those who did not, were not.

On the other hand, if you schism a body, you kill it.

Thus, when Paul writes,

“I exhort you, brethren, by the name of our Lord
Jesus Christ,
that you all agree and that there be no
schisms (σχ�σµατα) among you”
(1 Cor. 1:10)

he has the body of Christ metaphor in mind: “Has Christ been divided?” means, “has Christ’s body in Corinth been
divided?”(1 Cor. 1:13). Obviously Paul isn’t referring to Christ’s glorified body, for how can Christ’s glorified body be
divided?

“The vivid imagery of Christ sliced into fragments
is Paul’s first move decrying the
divisions among them.”[20]Garland, 1 Corinthians, 52

Paul is referring to Christ’s body of redeemed persons in the city of
Corinth, made explicit in 1 Cor. 10:16-17 and 1 Cor. 12:12-27 (cf. 1 Cor.
11:29).[21]When Paul describes the potential for schism among the
Corinthians (“I am of Paul,” and “I of Apollos,” and “I of Cephas,” and “I
of Christ,” 1 Cor. 1:12) he writes of a single gathering under the threat of
schism, not house churches (the one church in Corinth, 1 Cor. 1:2). The
supposition that Paul is referring here to separate house churches is
disproven both within 1 Corinthians (1 Cor. 1:2, 1 Cor. 10:16-17, 1 Cor.
11:18, 1 Cor. 11:20, NKJV, 1 Cor. 14:23) and by an analysis of the
alleged ‘house church’ texts themselves. Therefore, if the Corinthians carry out schism and split into multiple church
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in Corinth they do much worse than form separate churches. They divide the body of Christ in Corinth, something
John Owen apparently never addressed.

Without a doubt, had the Corinthians carried out their will they would have schismed, thus making multiple churches
in Corinth. the very letter of 1 Corinthians was to keep this from happening, as this was the greatest threat facing the
Christians there. His letter worked, for when he wrote the letter to the Romans from Corinth several years later he
said, “Gaius, host to me and to the whole church, greets you” (Rom 16:23).

Schism, the forming of separate churches in the same locale out of the
one body of Christ there, was an intolerable situation the apostle Paul
was utterly and completely against. Owen, because he didn’t take into
account Christ’s local body, could justify it.

Hence Owen was wrong in his definition of definition of schism. It is “the
divisions of one church from another,” and not, as he believed,
aggrieved parties who were still in the same church.[22]A schism for
Owen was merely a “difference of mind and judgment, with troubles ensuing thereon, amongst men met in some one
assembly, about the compassing of a common end and design.” Of Schism, in Three Books , 13:100.

In his defense it must be remembered that Owen was writing in
opposition to both episcopal and presbyterian interlocutors who saw in
themselves the true church when in fact they were themselves
defending churches of schism.[23]Owen’s episcopal opponent Bishop
Stillinghast viewed Owen’s definition as “so mean, so jejune, so narrow
a notion of schism, that I cannot but wonder that men of understanding
should be satisfied with it” (Stillingfleet, The Unreasonableness of
Separation (London: Mortlock, 1682) xlvi.). For an explanation of a schismed church that includes both episcopacy
and presbyterianism, read The Age of Schism . Owen’s response to them was the result of his own conversion from
Presbyterianism to Congregationalism without a change of mind on his true church ecclesiology. However, Owen also
felt deeply obligated to honor the fact that both episcopal and presbyterian churches had Christ’s own sheep in them.

One of our problems is refusing to feel umbrage, and even rage at schism, as Paul
did. John Chrysostom rightly understood Paul’s gut punch in 1 Cor. 1:13:

“Is Christ divided?”

“You have cut Christ in pieces and distributed His body! Here is anger! Here
is chiding! Here are words full of indignation!”[24] Chrysostom, Homilies on 1
Corinthians, 3:5

We stretch. We yawn. We are fine, thank you very much. We elders have our own
autonomous church. So what that Christ’s body is cut into a hundred pieces where
we live? We’re fine.

Paul lamented, did he not,

“For I have no one else of kindred spirit who will genuinely be
concerned for your welfare. For they all seek
after their own interests, not
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those of Christ Jesus.”
(Phil. 2:20-21)

 

The Final Word on Schism

Paul’s final use of schism affirms what a terrible sin against God it is to schism a church.

“God has so composed the body… so that there may be no
schism (σχ�σµα) in the body, but that the members
may have the same care for one another…

Now you are Christ’s body, and
individually members of it”
(1 Cor. 12:25-27)

To schism is to cut and destroy a body God Himself has composed, and so schism is, in fact, a direct assault on Him.
“If any man destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him, for the temple of God is holy, and that is what you are.”
(1Cor. 3:17).

The apostolic understanding of schism is not a dividing of Christ’s
universal body (cf. Eph. 1:22-23), which is an impossibility. None can be
pulled out of God’s grip (John 10:27-30). Instead, a schism is a
destroying of a local body of Christ , such as that in Corinth. In this body
“the members are to have the same care for one another” because the
local body of Christ in Corinth was every blessed Christian in that locale,
who were part of but one church (1 Cor. 1:2, 11:18, 14:23).[25]Only nine
miles away was another church in Cenchrea (Rom. 16:1-2). Such a
distance, even on the flat terrain between the two cities, was simply too
far for Sunday morning conveyance in the 1st C. Today, locale ought be
measured by the same reality: convenient Sunday morning conveyance.

The body of Christ in Corinth, as in every locale, was created by Jesus Christ ( 1 Cor. 12:13). Satan comes to steal it,
kill it, and destroy it through means of wolves who devise plots of schism. The present state of schism in the churches
across the world show the fury of his hatred against what Jesus Christ
creates in every locale.

This is one reason why every local body He creates is intended by
design to have no schism but entire unity in the same church, for there
only can the members have full and equal care for each other.

Therefore, churches in schism in the same locale is ongoing evidence
of Satanic rebellion against Christ in the churches.

Such rebellion, once recognized, demands staggering ecclesiastical repentance.

 

The First High Call: Merging
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Every original eldership church resisted schism like the plague. Schism
was contrary to the will of God, disobeyed the apostles, and was a pagan
witness to Jesus Christ’s unity with the Father (John 17:21-23). If allowed
it would show Christians who quite plainly did not love each other enough
to worship together and refused to serve each other as taught by Jesus
(John 13).

What the early eldership churches despised is what today’s existing
eldership find acceptable. Present eldership churches own a history
which predisposes them not to oversee the “flock of God” but a tiny sub-
set. That sub-set, when viewed through the lens of Scripture, is a sham
body of Christ.

It is not the body of Christ, but a sectarian ecclesia. Sham on us, and
shame on us, for we have found security and identity within our own
sectarian distinctives, and not God and His word. Such is the religious
milieu of this present unbelieving age.

However, eldership churches by their existence are proof of an existing
ability to rise above the traditions of men and to locate ourselves in the
Precept and Example of Scripture. The glory of eldership is that only the
qualified jointly govern the flock, and those committed to being
shepherds over the local body of Christ understand this role to be given
from God, not man.

Therefore, elders made by God must lead and merge their churches together with other eldership churches. As two
churches merge, existing elders must be embraced or excluded from the eldership based on the qualifications in 1
Tim. 3 and Titus 1. Furthermore, all issues and differences must be reconciled. What will this mean?

All existing practices, beliefs, and distinctives such as baptism and communion are not to be tested against
confessions, histories, personalities, or distinctives, but by the
interpretive principle of Precept and Example alone. All such documents
are immense teachers and guides to holy faith, but must ever be
regarded in practice as derivative documents, whose teaching are to be
evaluated in light of the Precept and Example of Holy Scripture.

Only in this way can Scripture maintain its sovereign authority and
eldership churches fulfill their reason for being: to lead the flock of God
into all holiness of life and doctrine.

 

The Second High Call: Seeking
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The faithful shepherd of Jesus Christ is a disciple and therefore does what Christ
commanded – seek His sheep (Mat. 18:12-14, John 10:16, 11:52, Acts 18:10, 1 Peter
5:2). Knowing the sheep are mistreated and bereft of significant benefits when they
are separated from those Christ baptizes into each local body (1 Cor. 12:12-14), the
godly shepherd first seeks the Christ who owns the sheep, and secondly, with humility
calls the churches that proclaim His gospel in his own local region to merge under
eldership. Never is there any need to compromise in those practices or doctrines that
are taught in both Precept and Example.

There might be two hundred or more such churches within Sunday driving distance to
most eldership churches, be they of whatever sect or distinctive. These churches may
have some, or many, of those whom Christ has baptized into that region’s whole local
body.

Dear shepherd, they need to be rescued from schism so they might,

“… grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, even Christ, from
whom the whole body, being fitted and held together
by what every joint supplies, according to the proper
working of each individual part, causes the growth
of the body for the building up of itself in love”
(Eph. 4:15-16)[26]For more on Eph. 4:16 please read The Ephesians Mandate

We start by approaching the leaders of such schismed churches. Those
who conform their ministry to the elder qualification of 1 Timothy 3 and
Titus 1 will immediate connect with eldership, but may have procedural
issues, or perhaps trust issues.

Church leaders who do not derive their office by Scripture will prove
their autonomy from Christ by a contemptuous response. Yet they are to
be honored with by an invitation and full scriptural explanation of the
benefits of merging under qualified eldership, although they clearly are
not qualified for biblical eldership.

 

Conclusion

Eldership is given to keep the local body of all Christians together. It is
what shepherds do and hirelings eschew. We guard the flock of God.

Yet, to only obey Christ in autonomous eldership but not to obey Him in
doing what might be done to end schism is a compromise of obedience
to Him. He saved the sheep together by dying for the sheep together
(John 10:11). He is worthy of their gathered worship in one flock.

The same atoning death saved them together, and the same
resurrection shall raise them together. When He returns in glory then all
the church of all the age will be gathered together for the first time (1
Thess. 4:17). To be His church and to live near to each other but not be
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together is simply not an acceptable call for the redeemed (Eph. 3:21-4:6).

The High Call of an Eldership Church is the call to provide visible unity
for His whole body, where you live.

So, though a church does well to adopt a full-charge eldership polity, if
its elders are determined to carry on an autonomous ministry, they
prove themselves not shepherds of God’s flock but parochial hireling.
They are comfortable with the sin of schism and care little for God’s
glory in the church.

In fact, they are like those church leaders Paul wished to send to Philippi from Rome to unify the body there ( Phil. 4:2-
3), but could not,

“for they all seek after their own interests,
not those of Christ Jesus”
(Phil. 2:21).

Our failure to apply the Scripture by merging with other Christians under eldership falls short of Christ’s intent in this
age. That intent is to show forth His unity with His Father to the
unbelievers of this world, a unity which must be seen in a visible unity of
His redeemed in every place on earth (John 17:20-23).

Don’t be distracted by the polities and compromises of Christendom, for
they perpetuate schism. Instead, be so attracted by Jesus Christ and
His glory in the church that you simply must die for His glory in the
church.

 

 

 

"
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