HEALTHY BODY óHEALTHY MEMBERS
WEEK 1: Introduction
We all want a healthy church. The problem is that
sometimes we aren’t sure what a healthy church
looks like. To further complicate matters,
sometimes we may want a healthy church but have
no idea what role we play as individual members in
pursuing that goal.
Does a church become healthy through a top-down
approach—where the head dictates to the rest of the
body what to do? Or does a church become health
from the bottom-up—a sort of grassroots approach
to flourishing and growth? Maybe it is both?

Renewing our View of Member-ship
What does membership in a church even mean to
begin with? Is it like membership at a pool or a
Rotary club? Is it like membership at Costco? Is it
like membership in a political party?
How would you describe membership?

Before we can talk about being a healthy body, we
have to recover the proper sense in which we are
members of the church. The concept of church
membership did not arise from the country club but
from the anatomy theater. Membership has to do
with being a member of the church body:
“Now you are the body of Christ and individually
members of it.” (1 Corinthians 12:27)

If we are going to become healthy churches, then
that means we aim to be healthy bodies. And
healthy bodies require healthy body parts—healthy
members.

Top-Down Approach to a Healthy Body
Let’s pause for a moment in 1 Corinthians and look
at another of Paul’s letters. Writing to the
Ephesians, Paul says,
“Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to
grow up in every way into him who is the head,
into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined
and held together by every joint with which it is
equipped, when each part is working properly,
makes the body grow so that it builds itself up
in love...Christ is the head of the church, his
body, and is himself its Savior.” (4:15-16; 5:23)

In a very real sense, if the church is going to be
healthy, then, it is going to start at the Head: Jesus
Christ.
A healthy church recognizes Jesus Christ as her
Savior and Lord. She submits to his Word in
everything. He defines what healthy means; he gives
each member its function and purpose; he provides
the humble unity through his Spirit that helps the
members to come together as a healthy unit.
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If we return to 1 Corinthians 12, we find that
although Christ rules, sustains, nurtures, leads, and
gives health to his body, that doesn’t excuse each
member from personal responsibilities as a part of
the body. Read 1 Corinthians 12:12-27. This is key:
But as it is, God arranged the members in the
body, each one of them, as he chose...The eye
cannot say to the hand, "I have no need of you,"
nor again the head to the feet, "I have no need
of you”...If one member suffers, all suffer
together; if one member is honored, all rejoice
together.” (12:18,21,26)

Paul is explaining the interconnectedness and
interdependence of the individual members of the
body. Imagine for a minute if every part of your
body was in tip-top shape, but you had pinkeye. One
body part’s sickness will affect everything else!
Your individual health as a member greatly effects
the health of the whole body. Therefore, if we want
to see a healthy church body, we have to strive with
all our might to be healthy church members.

Healthy Members, Pastors, & Deacons
In Ephesians 4, Paul mentioned that the members
build one another up in love by using their spiritual
gifts. In his letters to Timothy and Titus—and in
the example of the early church in Acts—we see two
particular offices ordained in the body of Christ to
help develop healthy churches: pastors and deacons.
In order to have a healthy body, we need healthy
members, healthy pastors, and healthy deacons.
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OVERVIEW: 9 Marks in 15 Weeks
Our 15 weeks together breaks down into three
sections: (1) healthy members, (2) healthy pastors,
and (3) healthy deacons. We will explore 9 Marks1
that indicate health for each, kind of like an annual
physical. Let these sets of nine marks serve not only
as an examination but an aspiration for your heart
and life.
May these marks serve as correctives and
encouragements to our churches, as well. As the
body, it is essential for us to value in our members,
pastors, and deacons the things that our head Jesus
Christ shows us he values in his Word.

WEEKS 1-7: HEALTHY MEMBERS
•

Week 1: Introduction

•

Week 2: Mark 1—Genuinely Converted

Mark 2—Gospel Saturated
•

WEEKS 8-12: HEALTHY PASTORS
•

•

•

Week 5: Mark 7—Committed Member

•

Week 6: Mark 8—Discipline Seeker

Mark 9—Humble Follower
•

Week 7: Mark 10—Prayer Warrior
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Mark 3—Sound in Doctrine

Week 10: Mark 5—Shepherd-hearted

Mark 6—Humble Leader
•

Week 11: Mark 7—Accountable

Mark 8—Prayer Warrior
•

Week 12: Mark 9—Plurality

WEEKS 13-15: HEALTHY DEACONS
•

Week 13: Mark 1—Biblically Qualified

Mark 2—Dignified in Speech
Mark 3—Full of Faith
•

Week 14: Mark 4—Need Oriented

Mark 5—Servant-Hearted

Mark 6—Biblical Evangelist
•

Week 9:

Mark 4—Able to Teach

Week 3: Mark 3—Growing Disciple

Week 4: Mark 5—Biblical Theologian

Mark 1—Biblically Qualified
Mark 2—Above Reproach

Mark 4—Expositional Listener
•

Week 8:

Mark 6—Full of Spiritual Wisdom
•

Week 15: Mark 7—Unifying

Mark 8—Jealous for Christ
Mark 9—Not an Elder

This study is indebted to two resources from 9Marks Ministries: What is a Healthy Church Member? by Thabiti Anyabwile
(Crossway, 2008) and Church Elders by Jeramie Rinne (Crossway, 2014). This study is in no way meant to replace these books but is
best taught in conjunction with these resources.
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WEEK 2: Genuinely Converted and Gospel Saturated
The pastor finishes his sermon with a passionate
gospel presentation. The organist begins playing as
the congregation sings through several stanzas of
“Just As I Am.” A new family shuffles down the aisle.
After a few minutes of quiet conversation down
front, the organist finishes, the husband fills out a
notecard, and after the announcements the family is
presented immediately to be voted in as members.
The church claps and goes home.

Taking Nothing for Granted
Nothing will tear the body of Christ apart quicker
than adding unregenerate members to it.
Unfortunately, many churches are filled with “nice”
non-Christians. As uncomfortable as it may be, it is
imperative for the health of the church—and the
love of others—to ask probing questions of any
prospective new members to help them discern if
they have experienced genuine conversion.
What is genuine conversion?

Conversion is the doorway to all God’s gracious
gifts in Christ’s Church. As Paul writes, “Those
who are in the flesh cannot please God” (Romans
8:8). Jesus tells Nicodemus, “Truly, truly, I say to
you, unless one is born again he cannot see the
kingdom of God” (John 3:3). Conversion is essential
for healthy members and a healthy church.

MARK 1: GENUINELY CONVERTED
In order to understand conversion, we have to
understand the state of all men apart from Christ.
Ephesians 2 tells us:
“And you were dead in the trespasses and
sins in which you once walked, following the
course of this world, following the prince of the
power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in
the sons of disobedience—among whom we all
once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying
out the desires of the body and the mind, and
were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of
mankind.” (2:1-3)

Conversion then means being brought back to life,
born again, and transferred to a new kingdom ruled
by a new King.

“It is a change so dramatic that it requires the
intervention of God the Holy Spirit. In conversion
the Spirit of God grants the twin graces of
repentance and faith to sinners who turn from sin
and turn to God through faith in Jesus Christ.” (50)

Knowing Our Own Souls
Have you been genuinely converted? In 2
Corinthians 3:15, Paul holds us personally
responsible to look into our own hearts:
“Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in
the faith. Test yourselves. Or do you not realize
this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in
you?—unless indeed you fail to meet the test!”

What evidence should be found in the heart of a
genuinely converted individual? John tells us that
true followers of Jesus walk in the light and not in
the darkness (1 John 1:6-7). They are grieved by their
sin, hate it, and long for Jesus to cleanse it away. 1
John also tells us that the true children of God love
him as Father, rather than loving the world (1 John
2:15). Thirdly, this love of the Father bears fruit in
love for brothers and sisters in Christ (1 John 3:1819).
The church is a body that has been raised to life in
Christ. To be healthy, all of its members must be
genuinely converted. This means our objective in
evangelism is not simply to use gimmicks,
entertainment, or ploys to draw people and keep
people at church. The only way into the body of
Christ is Spirit-wrought repentance and faith.

MARK 2: GOSPEL SATURATED
Thabiti Anyabwile writes, “Apart from the
gospel, the church has nothing to say—that is,
nothing to say that cannot be said by some other
human agency” (40). A healthy church is filled
with people for whom the gospel is not
something they picked up once and left behind,
but something that fills and shapes every part of
their daily life.

Perhaps this seems like overkill, but in order for
the gospel to saturate our lives, we must first
actually know the gospel.

What is the gospel?
The word gospel means “good news”—and it is
news that concerns Jesus Christ, our Crucified
and Risen King. In the book of Acts, six
sermons lay out the gospel in this way (cf. Acts
2:22-41; 4:8-12; 10:34-48; 13:26-43; 26:15-29):
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

God planned salvation from start to finish.
After man’s fall into sin, God promised he
would send us a Savior from judgment and
death.
God sent his only Son Jesus.
Wicked men put Jesus to death on a cross.
God raised Jesus from the dead, and the
apostles are witnesses to his resurrection.
Jesus is now enthroned as eternal King.
All men are called to repent and believe.
If we do, he will forgive our sins and give us
eternal life through his Spirit.

Order your life around the gospel.
A gospel-saturated church member lives as though
the gospel is really true. The crucified and
resurrected Jesus is not some figure of the past; he is
the reigning King today. Life in his kingdom should
look different than life in the kingdom of this world.
Certainly, this begins with making Sunday
gatherings of the church a priority in your weekly
schedule. While the rest of the world may enjoy “lazy
Sundays,” we come together to worship and find
true rest in our Savior Christ and the presence of his
people.
This also means being intentional throughout the
week in our habits and schedules to make the
priorities of Christ our priorities. This might mean:
•
•
•
•

Cultivate a hunger for the gospel.
It is our responsibility to cultivate an appetite for the
good news of Jesus Christ. This begins with
regularly hearing the gospel—particularly in the
preaching of God’s Word. This will deepen our
knowledge and understanding of the gospel, our
love and affection for Jesus, and our ability to share
the gospel.
Thabiti Anyabwile encourages us, “So we should
listen actively for the gospel and gospel implications
in sermons. Don’t turn off your ears when the pastor
begins to appeal to non-Christians with the gospel
message. Listen to it afresh. Reaffirm your belief in
its truth, promises, and power for your life...See
your sins nailed to the cross as you hear the good
news” (41).
What intentional ways are you keeping your hunger
for the gospel alive?
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•

Starting a new small group Bible study in your
living room for college students or neighbors
Using vacation time to take a short term mission
trip
Inviting neighbors over for dinner
Joining clubs or sports leagues with the
intention to build new relationships to show the
love of Christ and share the gospel
Volunteer time at the local school, nursing
home, or pregnancy center to care for the least
of these

A life ordered around the gospel will also carve out
intentional time to share the gospel with others.

Guard the gospel.
Gospel-saturated church members take seriously
their responsibility to guard the purity of the faith.
They will not tolerate false teaching or preaching
that dilutes, ignores, or makes light of the gospel.
Jude exhorts us to “contend for the faith once for all
delivered to the saints” (1:3). In addition to reading
your Bible, knowing and understanding your
church’s statement of faith is a great place to start.
Do you know what your church believes? When was
the last time you read your church’s statement of
faith?

This study is indebted to two resources from 9Marks Ministries: What is a Healthy Church Member? by Thabiti Anyabwile
(Crossway, 2008) and Church Elders by Jeramie Rinne (Crossway, 2014). This study is in no way meant to replace these books but is
best taught in conjunction with these resources.
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WEEK 3: Growing Disciple and Expositional Listener
Many churches have plateaued with no new growth
for years. Members scratch their heads wondering
what the problem may be. Sadly, they never think to
look at themselves: A growing body requires
growing members.

MARK 3: GROWING DISCIPLE
It is tricky to talk about growing in the faith,
especially in a goal-oriented world that focuses on
external and visible results. “We’re far too vulnerable
to settling for being thought of as mature rather
than actually being mature” (85).
What does growth look like in the life of a disciple?

Jesus shows us the difference between false and true
growth by placing them side-by-side in a parable:
""Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a
Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The
Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: 'God, I
thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners,
unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I
fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.' But
the tax collector, standing far off, would not even
lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast,
saying, 'God, be merciful to me, a sinner!' I tell you,
this man went down to his house justified, rather
than the other. For everyone who exalts himself will
be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will
be exalted."" (Luke 18:10-14)

There are three problems with the Pharisee’s
concept of growth. First, he has fallen into the
performance trap. He believes that his outward
performances are a sign of true growth.

Finally, the Pharisee mistook the source of spiritual
growth: “As far as he is concerned, all that should
commend him before God is a result of his effort
and ability” (87). This is the opposite of the attitude
we see, for instance, in the Apostle Paul who tells
the Colossians he is “struggling with all His energy
that He powerfully works within me.” (Col. 1:29)

Growing to be like Christ
There are several passages in the Bible that explain
the goal of Christian growth. For instance,
Galatians 5:22-25 lists fruit of the Spirit which we
should strive to produce. 2 Peter 3:18 exhorts us to
“grow in the grace and knowledge of Lord and
Savior Jesus Christ.” Ultimately, we could sum up
Christian discipleship as growing in holiness and
godliness: “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your
God am holy” (Lev. 19:2).
What does holiness and godliness look like? What
characteristics are true of holy men and women?

Jesus came to show us what true holiness looks like.
He says to his disciples, “Follow me” (Matt. 9:9).
Growing as a disciple means day-by-day becoming
more and more like Jesus:
"A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone
when he is fully trained will be like his
teacher." (Luke 6:40)

What ways are we tempted to measure ourselves by
our Christian “stats”?

Jesus tells his disciples, “I am the vine; you are the
branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he
will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do
nothing” (John 15:5). It is impossible for us to
become like Jesus without a deep, abiding
relationship with him.

The Pharisee also judged himself by the wrong
standard: others. He deemed himself a deeply
righteous person because his external sin paled in
comparison to what he saw in the life of the tax
collector. When we justify ourselves by looking
down on others, we betray deep-seated pride:

“Many Christians seem to believe advancement in
spiritual maturity must come through some
extraordinary or ‘break-through’ experience” (90).
On the contrary, its actually in the daily—seemingly
‘ordinary’—means of grace that we grow deeper in
our relationship with the Lord Jesus:

“‘God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the
humble’...Humble yourselves before the Lord, and
he will exalt you.” (James 4:6,10)

•
•
•
•

Reading God’s Word
Prayer
Gathering with the saints regularly
Participating in Baptism and the Lord’s Supper

Contrary to the independent mindset of many
American evangelicals, the apostles indicate that the
main way Christians grow in maturity is through
intentional, dedicated participation in a local church
(cf. Eph. 4:11-16). Lastly, we grow to be more like
Christ as we set our eyes on his return:
Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we
will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when
he appears we shall be like him, because we shall
see him as he is. And everyone who thus hopes in
him purifies himself as he is pure” (1 John 3:2-3).

MARK 4: EXPOSITIONAL LISTENER
If time in God’s Word is an essential means of
growth in Christ, then it is important that we are
listening to the preaching of God’s Word.
Are there right and wrong ways to listen to a
sermon?

Expositional preaching seeks to communicate the
gospel truth God has placed in his Word for his
people, drawing its message from the passage.
Expositional listening, then, is listening for the voice
and message of God as revealed in His Word for his
glory and our blessing (20).
Expositional listening is not passive. It is active; it is
engaged; it is hard work! There are several ways you
can train your ears to give heed to God’s Word with
intentionality and purpose.

#1: Meditate on the sermon passage
during your quiet time.
If your pastor is preaching through a book of the
Bible, it is easy to read ahead. Spend time during
the week before Sunday reading the passage for
yourself, meditating on its meaning and praying that
God would prepare your heart to receive and apply
his truth.

#2: Invest in a Set of Commentaries
You can enrich your experience in God’s Word by
adding additional Christian voices from the past
and present to help provide various new facets and
doorways of application and understanding. They
can also help answer lingering questions you may
1

have about the text. The Bible Speaks Today and
Preaching the Word series edited by R. Kent
Hughes are good commentaries series to get you
started.

#3: Talk and pray with friends about the
sermon after church.
Expositional listening continues long after the
sermon is finished. “Develop the habit of talking
about the sermon with people after church. Start
spiritual conversations by asking, ‘How did the
Scripture challenge or speak to you today?’ Or
‘What about God’s character most surprised or
encouraged you?’” (23).
A small group or the family dinner table can be
great places to begin to ask these questions.

#4: Listen to and act on the sermon
throughout the week.
Come to Sunday worship with the intention of
taking home at least one practical way you can live
out what you have heard in the sermon. If your
church posts sermons online, you can revisit it
during the week on a morning commute or while
exercising to further focus on the message.

#5: Cultivate humility.
Pride is the biggest stumbling block to listening.
Pride convinces us to tolerate the sermon and go
home. Pride says, “You don’t need to change. You’re
basically okay.” Instead, we need to cultivate a
humility that resists defensiveness and says, “I am a
sinner. I expect God to show me sin today, to have
mercy through Christ to forgive, and to give me
grace to change.” A time of personal prayer or
prayer with the family in the car before entering
church on Sunday can cultivate humble hearts.
Expositional listeners will find themselves hungrier
for God’s Word. They will develop a greater focus
on the will of God and the gospel’s purpose in their
lives. A church full of expositional listeners will
grow in unity and will become a great
encouragement to faithful expositional pastors!

This study is indebted to two resources from 9Marks Ministries: What is a Healthy Church Member? by Thabiti Anyabwile
(Crossway, 2008) and Church Elders by Jeramie Rinne (Crossway, 2014). This study is in no way meant to replace these books but is
best taught in conjunction with these resources.
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WEEK 4: Biblical Theologian and Biblical Evangelist
Consider this statement: Every church member is
meant to be a theologian. But isn’t that the pastor’s
job? Shouldn’t we just stick with the basics?
It’s strange how we expect our faith to remain
rudimentary and easy, but we never expect that
anywhere else. We are not surprised by complex
spreadsheets at work or algebra expressions in
school but we balk at pouring mental energy into
understanding words like sanctification and
propitiation at church. Sadly, “too many Christians
have neglected their first great calling: to know their
God” (27).

MARK 5: BIBLICAL THEOLOGIAN
The word theology means “words about God.” Pure
and simple, “to practice theology is to know God
himself” (28). Every person does theology the
moment they say, “I think of God as...” Even the
person who ignores God or says, “God does not
exist,” is doing theology. All men are theologians;
the difference for Christians is that all of our
theology—all of our thoughts about God—are
drawn from the Bible.
What are other places people look to in order to
form their concept of God?

More specifically, the term biblical theology refers
to grasping the grand narrative of God’s redemption
of mankind through Jesus Christ as revealed in the
pages of Scripture. A biblical theologian seeks to
know and understand the great themes of God’s
Word and how they fit together. “In other words,
healthy church members give themselves to
understanding the unity and progression of the
Bible as a whole—not just isolated or favorite
passages” (28).

Regular healthy doses of theology
When we labor to rightly understand God as he
reveals himself in the Word, we grow in reverence
for him. “We see that God is, always has been, and
always will be the same creating, holy faithful,
loving, and sovereign God for us that he has been

for others, [and] we are stirred to faith and awe in
God” (29).
Secondly, biblical theology helps us to overcome
our wrong ideas. Pride can subconsciously lead us
to cherry-pick verses that affirm our preconceptions
and to ignore verses that challenge, provoke, or
confront us in sin and error. Tracing themes
through the whole Scriptures forces us to grapple
with hard truths we would otherwise avoid.
Thirdly, a church full of biblical theologians will be
less prone to doctrinal arguments. Most heresies
and false teachings in the history of the church came
not from direct denials of the faith but a failure to
understand the whole counsel of Scripture.
Finally, biblical theology is necessary to fulfill the
Great Commission. Biblical theology helps us
understand our place in salvation history and the
role of the Church at this point in God’s plan.

Ways to grow as a healthy theologian
Begin by reading a good book on biblical theology!
9Marks has an accessible, short one: Biblical
Theology by Nick Roark and Robert Cline
(Crossway, 2018).
Spend some time studying themes in the Bible. Pick
an attribute of God—his justice, his love, or his
forgiveness—and try to find ways it is displayed in
various books of the Bible. You can trace almost any
topic: hospitality, sacrifice, marriage, gender, and
money.
Maybe you are reading through the whole Bible in a
year. What topic could you constantly look for and
note as you read?

Read the Old Testament the way the New
Testament authors and apostles do. Constantly ask
how Jesus fulfills the shadows and prophecies found
there. Ask yourself:
•
•
•

Where does this passage fit in the timeline of
the Bible?
How does this passage point to Jesus?
How does this truth relate to New
Testament churches?

Know and agree to support your church’s statement
of faith. Study it. Is it doctrinally sound? Affirmation
of a healthy confession or statement of faith can
provide guardrails as we read the Bible and
promote doctrinal unity among the members. “A
healthy church member...will work to know the
difference between beliefs that are essential to
Biblical Christianity and beliefs that are
nonessential to the integrity and continuance of the
faith” (35).

MARK 6: BIBLICAL EVANGELIST
Healthy church members who are growing in their
knowledge of biblical theology will know their role
as New Testament believers: to take the good news
of Jesus to the ends of the earth! The problem is
that many Christians today go about evangelizing in
very unbiblical ways.
“Evangelism does not depend on eloquence, using
the correct mood lighting, emotionally sappy stories
and songs, or high-pressure sales pitches. We are
free to simply and deeply trust God and the power
of the gospel to produce the fruit he desires” (58).
"For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the
power of God for salvation to everyone who
believes, to the Jew first and also to the
Greek." (Romans 1:16)

As we seek to become biblical evangelists, we have
to realize that our responsibility is not conversion
but faithfulness:
"This is how one should regard us, as servants of
Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.
Moreover, it is required of stewards that they be
found faithful." (1Co 4:1-2)

“Biblical evangelism requires sharing the wonderful
news that Christ died for sinners and then calling
our hearers to repent and believe” (59). The gospel
does not need to be dressed up or altered. We
deliver it unmolested to unbelievers persuasively
and lovingly.
Can a church be healthy if only a few of its
members are biblical evangelists? Some? Most?
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While the task is simple and straightforward, the
circumstances and opportunities for evangelism can
present complex challenges. Mark Dever gives
these six suggestions:
1) Tell people with honesty that if they repent and
believe they will be saved—but it will be costly.
2) Tell people with urgency that if they repent and
believe they will be saved—but the must decide
now.
3) Tell people with joy that if they repent and
believe the good news they will be saved.
However, difficult it may be, it is all worth it!
4) Use the Bible.
5) Realize that the lives of the individual Christian
and of the church as a whole are a central part
of evangelism. Both should give credibility to
the gospel we proclaim.
6) Remember to pray.

When we evangelize, we must communicate that
the gospel calls us not merely t0 a change of belief
but a change of life. “The last thing we should
communicate is that be merely saying yes to a
proposition, they can be assured of eternal life” (60).
Make sure to emphasize the seriousness of sin and
guilt before God, and use biblical language like
“repent and believe” or “turn from your sin and
accept forgiveness in Jesus’s death for you” instead
of common confusing phrases like “pray to receive
Christ” or “invite Jesus into your heart” which mean
well but aren’t found in the Scriptures.

The local church in evangelism
“Inviting our non-Christian friends to church
services is an excellent way to expand on the
personal conversations you have had with them
about the gospel” (60). It can be very helpful for a
person interested in the faith to see it “fleshed out” in
the lives of believers. Remember, fellow church
members are allies in evangelism!

This study is indebted to two resources from 9Marks Ministries: What is a Healthy Church Member? by Thabiti Anyabwile
(Crossway, 2008) and Church Elders by Jeramie Rinne (Crossway, 2014). This study is in no way meant to replace these books but is
best taught in conjunction with these resources.
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WEEK 5: Committed Member
“When I graduated from my church’s high school
youth group, I started visiting around. I loved God
and had big dreams for how I wanted to serve Him,
but I didn’t see any reason to get too involved in one
church. By then, I thought I knew all there was to
know about church, and I wasn’t impressed. Most
churches struck me as out-of-date and out-oftouch. There had to be better, more efficient ways
to accomplish great things for God.”
-Joshua Harris

about removing a man in open, unrepentant
immorality from church membership (1 Cor. 5:4-5).

Sadly, this is a perspective shared by many young
Christians. However, the disconnect isn’t entirely
their fault. Young Christians do not become
committed church members partly because they see
churches filled with older Christians who don’t
seem to take church membership seriously either!

In order for the Corinthians to guard the body, they
had to know who the members of that body were.

MARK 5: COMMITTED MEMBER
There are many reasons why Christians—both old
and young—are not committed members of a local
church. Some of them include:
•
•
•
•
•

Indifference: “It doesn’t really matter.”
Ignorance: “I didn’t know it mattered.”
Indecisiveness: “I can’t decide.”
Independence:

“I don’t need to.”

Inversion: “I have a church back home.”

“People don’t become committed church
members—and therefore healthy Christians—
because they don’t understand that such a
commitment is precisely how God intends his
people to live out the faith and experience Christian
love” (64).

Is church membership in the Bible?
Church membership is not so much commanded in
the New Testament, as it is assumed. From the very
beginning, the book of Acts indicates that the
church was keeping record of the “number” who
belonged to the church (Acts 2:41; 4:4; 6:2).
Additionally, in his letters to the local churches,
Paul gives commands that were meant to be carried
out when the whole church was gathered. For
instance, in 1 Corinthians 5, Paul speaks strongly

Further, Paul speaks about “outsiders” and
“insiders”, with regard to the church:
"For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Is it
not those inside the church whom you are to judge?
God judges those outside. "Purge the evil person
from among you."" (1 Corinthians 5:12-13)

Peter assumes church membership when he gives
this command to pastors: “Shepherd the flock of
God that is among you” (1 Peter 5:2). Hebrews 13:17
indicates that pastors will be held accountable for
the souls under their care. This is only reasonable if
those pastors know the names of the sheep they are
responsible to shepherd.

The essence of membership
There is one defining mark of the disciples of Jesus:
A new commandment I give you, that you love one
another: just as I have loved you, you also are to
love one another. By this all will know that you are
my disciples, if you have love for one another.”
(John 13:34-35)

“A healthy Christian is one who is committed to
expressing this kind of love toward other
Christians. And the best place for Christians to love
this way is in the assembly of God’s people called
the local church” (67).
A local church gives us a specific people among
whom we can live out Christ’s command as a
witness to the world through our committed love.

#1: Attend regularly
A body is not healthy if it is missing members—a
hand, a foot, an eye. Presence at the gatherings of
the church body is basic, essential, and foundational
for any semblance of health. The author of Hebrews
warns against a common temptation: “Not
neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some,
but encouraging one another, and all the more as
you see the Day drawing near” (Hebrews 10:25).

Can you think of specific duties that become
impossible for a church body to accomplish if its
members do not attend regularly?

#2: Seek peace and reconciliation
Paul encourages each member, “Let us pursue what
makes for peace and mutual upbuilding” (Romans
14:19). Our unity in the church is actually an
essential testimony to the power of the gospel. This
is why Paul encourages the Ephesians,
"I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to
walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you
have been called, with all humility and gentleness,
with patience, bearing with one another in love,
eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond
of peace." (Ephesians 4:1-3)

Where there is division in the body, members don’t
ignore it or hope it blows over, they seek
reconciliation and healing: “"All this is from God,
who through Christ reconciled us to himself and
gave us the ministry of reconciliation" (2 Cor. 5:18).

#3: Edify and admonish others
When we gather together, we come with the
objective to edify one another—whether through
our teaching, singing, service, humility, or listening
(Ephesians 4:16). This why many of our churches
call the Sunday gathering a worship service:
"What then, brothers? When you come together,
each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a
tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done
for building up." (1 Cor. 14:26)

Additionally, when they sees other members going
astray, they get involved in bringing them back to
the way of the Lord (Gal. 6:1).
What danger lurks in a church that will not confront
one another in sin? For the body? For the members?

#4: Bear others’ burdens
Commitment forms patience and meekness in the
body. We do not run from others when they rub us
the wrong way or when crises arise. Instead,
“bearing with one another and, if one has a
complaint against another, forgiving each other; as
the Lord has forgiven you” (Colossians 3:13).
1

Our lives are filled with responsibilities and trials to
be juggled. Satan divides the members of a church
by convincing them that they don’t have room on
their plate for other people’s problems, too.
However, it’s in the sharing of blessings and
burdens that Christ intends to unite his church:
"Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of
Christ." (Gal 6:2)

#5: Prepare for the ordinances
Sadly, in many modern churches, Baptism and the
Lord’s Supper have become optional afterthoughts.
Committed church members rejoice at the privilege
to witness baptism.
"Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven
over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine
righteous persons who need no repentance." (Luke
15:7)

They also examine their hearts seriously each time
they prepares to feast with the church family at the
Lord’s Table, making sure there is no unrepentant
sin or grudges in their heart:
"For, in the first place, when you come together as a
church, I hear that there are divisions among
you...Let a person examine himself, then, and so eat
of the bread and drink of the cup." (1Cor. 11:18,28)

#6: Support the work of the ministry
Committed members invest the financial resources
entrusted to their care for the furtherance of Christ’s
Kingdom. “[They] should follow the example of the
Macedonians, who committed to a financial giving
strategy that was sacrificial, generous, increasing
over time, and fueled by faith in God despite present
circumstances (2 Cor. 8-9)” (70).
“It is by the grace of God that a congregation is
permitted to gather visibly in this world to share
God’s Word and sacrament...Therefore, let him who
until now has had the privilege of living in common
Christian life with other Christians praise God’s
grace from the bottom of his heart. Let him thank
God on his knees and declare: It is grace, nothing
but grace, that we are allowed to live in community
with Christian brethren.” –Dietrich Bonhoeffer
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HEALTHY BODY ó HEALTHY MEMBERS
WEEK 6: Humble Follower and Discipline Seeker
The relationship between the pastors and church
members is vital for the endurance of a local body.
Can you think of specific instances when churches
fell apart because of issues between the pastor and
members? What dynamics create potential for
disunity?

“In the final analysis, church members are the people
who generally make or break a local church. And
making or breaking a church ahs a lot to do with the
membership’s attitudes and actions towards its
leaders” (95).

MARK 8: HUMBLE FOLLOWER
Church members who want to be a part of a healthy
body will pursue humility in both their attitudes and
actions toward their leaders. Humble members
recognize that faithful leaders are a gift from God:
"And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the
evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip
the saints for the work of ministry, for building up
the body of Christ..." (Ephesians 4:11-12)

A healthy church member’s attitude
toward leadership
Attitude has to do with the heart. The Scriptures
call us to cultivate at least three things in our hearts
toward the leaders in our church. First, we need to
honor our elders:
"Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy
of double honor, especially those who labor in
preaching and teaching." (1 Timothy 5:17)

The word elders indicates the pastors and
shepherds who “rule” and labor in preaching and
teaching—not simply the old people in the church.
Paul say that one way members honor a pastor is by
providing for his financial and physical needs with
sufficient wages, particularly for those who are in
full-time ministry.
Additionally, honoring leaders means protecting
their reputations:
"Do not admit a charge against an elder except on
the evidence of two or three witnesses." (1 Timothy
5:19)

It’s important to realize that guarding the pastoral
office in the church also means publicly rebuking
pastors who are guilty of repetitive sin:
"As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the
presence of all, so that the rest may stand in
fear." (1 Timothy 5:20)

Secondly, we show our leaders open-hearted love.
“There should be a sweet exchange of affection
between pastor and congregation. As they live,
grow, and labor together, their hearts are to open
increasingly wide to each other” (97). In a healthy
church, the pastors shouldn’t have to plead like the
Apostle Paul:
"Make room in your hearts for us. We have wronged
no one, we have corrupted no one, we have taken
advantage of no one." (2 Corinthians 7:2)

We give ourselves to our pastors not because they
have a winsome and warm personality, but because
we have given ourselves to the Lord and by the will
of God to their leaders (2 Cor. 8:5).
Thirdly, we seek to be teachable as we sit under the
preaching and teaching of the Word.
What does a teachable spirit have to do with
humility?

Essentially, a pastor’s primary means of shepherding
the members of the church is this: teaching.
Members of the church make a pastor’s job a joy
instead of a burden by being receptive to the
teaching of the Word.
Pastors are commanded to be patient and correct
with gentleness (2 Tim. 2:24-26). Healthy members
will not seek to take advantage of their pastors,
mistaking meekness for weakness.

A healthy church member’s actions
toward leadership
The first act members take toward leaders is playing
an active role in selecting them! The church is not a
business. Leader selection should be done patiently
and prayerfully. What is more, there are biblical
qualifications for the office of pastor—if ignored, it

will spell disaster for a church body (cf. 1 Timothy
3:1-7; Titus 1:5-16).
Secondly, the Bible calls members of the church to
obey and submit to their leaders:
"Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are
keeping watch over your souls, as those who will
have to give an account. Let them do this with joy
and not with groaning, for that would be of no
advantage to you." (Hebrews 13:17)

“Our obedience redounds to our benefit, since it
would be of no advantage to us to call men as
leaders and then disobey them” (100).
Healthy church members must be careful selecting
leaders, because they are appointing examples for all
the members to follow, as Peter commands them,
“[Be] examples to the flock." (1 Peter 5:3). “A
healthy church member patterns his or her life after
the godly lifestyle of the elders of the church” (101).
Fourthly, a healthy church member prays for their
pastors. Consider all of the responsibilities and
decisions your pastors must face. Add to that the
responsibility to guard and proclaim the gospel. It’s
too much for a man to bear in the flesh. Pray for the
Spirit’s emboldening power! (Col. 4:2-4).
Finally, healthy church members will not be
possessive of or insecure about their pastor’s
ministry outside the walls of the church. “Pastors
without outside stimulation and refreshment from
fellow pastors and leaders, tends to dry and shrivel
on the vine...A healthy church member wants to see
the gospel advanced and wants to contribute to the
health of other congregations if possible” (102).
In what ways can a church see a pastor’s gifts as an
opportunity to serve other churches and the greater
Kingdom of God?

Humility begets humility. Consider how you can
model what it looks like to be a humble follower to
others in your church.

for a believer seeking to grow in maturity. “Chaos is
the enemy of growth...Order must reign if growth is
to occur. It’s a fact of life” (73).
Often, we think of discipline as mere punishment. Is
God’s discipline toward his children punishment?

The words discipline and disciple share the same
Latin root. It should come as no surprise then that
the Bible commands and expects discipline both in
the gathering of the church and in the life of
individual believers. Jay Adams says, “When we are
baptized into the church, we thereby matriculate
into Christ’s school...This education is with force,
education backed up by the discipline of good order
that is necessary for learning to take place” (75).

Discipline in the Life of a Believer
There are two forms of discipline:
•

•
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“how Scripture shapes and
molds the Christian as he or she imbibes its
teaching and is trained to live for God”
corrective discipline: “how the Word of God
confronts and turns us away from error to
righteousness” (76).

Paul includes both forms of discipline when he tells
Timothy, "All Scripture is breathed out by God and
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction,
and for training in righteousness" (2 Timothy 3:16).
Here are some specific ways you can cultivate a
heart that receives discipline with joy:
•

Receive the word with meekness. (Is your
listening posture during sermons defensive and
combative or ready and willing?)

•

Recognize discipline as evidence of God’s love
(Hebrews 12:6—“For the Lord disciplines the
one he loves.”)

•

Humbly accept correction from others (Prov.
27:5-6—“Better is open rebuke than hidden love.
Faithful are the wounds of a friend.”)

•

Take seriously your responsibility to discipline
others (Both 1 Corinthians 5 and Matthew 18
end with discipline from the congregation.)

MARK 9: DISCIPLINE SEEKER
This mark follows directly from the last. True
humility recognizes that discipline is the best thing

formative discipline:
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HEALTHY BODY óHEALTHY MEMBERS
WEEK 7: Prayer Warrior
I know we promised 9 marks, but there’s a bonus! A
10th mark: Every healthy church member is a prayer
warrior.
What does a healthy prayer life look like? Why
would it be important for the church body as a
whole that every member is spending regular time
in prayer?

In the Old Testament, foreigners, eunuchs, sick,
unclean, and invalids—just to name a few—were not
allowed into the temple. However, Isaiah
prophesied of a day when all people from all nations
would be gathered into the Lord’s presence in his
house.
When Jesus came into Jerusalem, he cleaned house
in the temple, and quoted from Isaiah:
“He said to them, ‘It is written, “My house shall be
called a house of prayer,” but you make it a den of
robbers.’”

Then something strange happened:
“And the blind and the lame came to him in the
temple, and he healed them." (Matthew 21:13-14)

This is a picture of what the church was to become:
A house where blind and lame people like us have
access before the throne of King Jesus to bring our
requests—and find healing.

MARK 10: PRAYER WARRIOR
When we look at the early church in the New
Testament, we find a praying people:
“All these with one accord
themselves to prayer” (Acts 1:14)

were

devoting

“And they devoted themselves to the apostles'
teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of
bread and the prayers." (Acts 2:42)

What exactly is prayer? There are a lot of
misconceptions about prayer. Some people may
think that our prayerlessness actually prevents God
from acting in the world. Others fall off the horse on
the other side, assuming that since God is
sovereign, there is no point in prayer. Still others
may think God is too busy to listen to their prayers,
or may think they themselves are too busy to pray.

A healthy understanding of prayer
“At root, most misunderstandings about prayer
stem from a misunderstanding about the nature of
God and our relationship to him” (107). The gospel
tells us that something fundamental has changed
about our identity in Christ: We who were once
outsiders, rebels, and slaves have become the sons
and daughters of God. Jesus shed his blood so that
he might be able to summon us with these words:
"Let us then with confidence draw near to the
throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find
grace to help in time of need." (Hebrews 4:16)

Our prayer life is really about our relationship with
the Heavenly Father. We can’t forget the first words
Jesus taught his disciples when the asked him how
to pray: “Our Father...” (Matthew 9:6).
The Heavenly Father invites us to speak to him—as
often and about whatever we want. What are
reasons we don’t?

“Prayer is our response to God as He speaks to
us...we involve ourselves in the business that God
has with the world by praying towards the
fulfillment of God’s revealed purposes for the whole
universe through the gospel” (108).

How and when shall we pray?
When the apostle Paul wrote to the churches, he
was often encouraging them to be constant in
prayer. For instance, he exhorts the Thessalonians
to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17). In
Colossian 4:2, he commands us, “Continue
steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with
thanksgiving.”
What does it mean to pray continually?

Only when we have a proper understanding of our
own feebleness, the magnitude of the dangers and
temptations we face, and of the love our Father has
for us will we find ourselves continually
approaching his face with prayer.
It is also important that we pray in the Spirit. Paul
tells us that God knew that prayer would be a
weakness for us, which is why he gave us his Spirit:

"Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For
we do not know what to pray for as we ought, but
the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings
too deep for words. And he who searches hearts
knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the
Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will
of God." (Romans 8:26-27)

“Prayer in the Spirit is prayer controlled by the
Spirit. And prayer controlled by the Spirit is prayer
according to the will of God” (110). When we pray,
we should always differ to the Spirit, trusting that
even when we ask for what’s not best for us, the
Spirit inside is asking God for the right thing
according to God’s will, for his glory and our eternal
benefit.

For what and for whom shall we pray?
There are many places in Scripture where we are
commanded to pray for specific things. First,
Christians can pray for the pastors who shepherd
and labor among the flock of God. When Jesus saw
the crowds of people harassed and helpless like
sheep without a shepherd, he said:
"The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few;
therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest
to send out laborers into his harvest." (Matthew
9:37-38)

Paul also encourages believers to pray for
missionaries and ministers who suffer through
distress, danger, and weakness to spread the gospel
far and wide (Phil. 1:19-20). Christians can also pray
that God would prosper the ministry of the word so
that people repent and believe when they hear the
gospel (Colossians 4:3-4).
Pray about how God is calling you to be a laborer!
We are all called to enter the harvest—who is he
calling you to share the gospel with this week?
Secondly, we are to pray for other Christians (Eph.
6:18). “The Christian life is a family life, and our
prayers are to focus on the entire family, esteeming
others more highly than ourselves. One way to do
this is to pray regularly through your local church’s
membership directory” (112).
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We also should pray for saints in other churches.
We can pray for their unity, watchfulness against
temptation, and Spiritual guidance. We can pray for
their growth both in number and in maturity in
Christ (Colossians 4:12).
Thirdly, we are commanded to pray for those in
authority:
"First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers,
intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all
people, for kings and all who are in high positions,
that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly
and dignified in every way. This is good, and it is
pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, who desires
all people to be saved and to come to the
knowledge of the truth." (1 Timothy 2:1-4)

“Healthy church members regularly remember in
their prayers elected officials, government
employees, school teachers, their own employers,
parents, and others with authority. It’s helpful to
keep a list of such persons in your Bible or your
prayer journal as an organized reminder” (112-113).
Finally, we are commanded by Jesus himself to pray
for our enemies. Even unbelievers say well wishes
and prayers for those they love. But only those
changed by the gospel of a God who loved his
enemies are compelled to fight persecution and
abuse with prayer:
"Bless those who curse you, pray for those who
abuse you...If you love those who love you, what
benefit is that to you? For even sinners love those
who love them...But love your enemies, and do
good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and
your reward will be great, and you will be sons of
the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and
the evil. Be merciful, even as your Father is
merciful." (Luke 6:28,32,35-36)

If there is someone you find very hard to love, pray
for him or her. As you do, the Spirit will melt the
hatred in your heart.
Consider your prayer life. Is it healthy? What ways
will you make intentional strides to grow in your
time seeking the face of the Lord?
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HEALTHY BODYóHEALTHY ELDERS
WEEK 8: Biblically Qualified and Above Reproach
A church is well on its way to becoming a healthy
body when its members are growing by God’s grace
to exhibit the marks we have discussed together.
This week, we turn our attention to the shepherds
that God has placed in his congregations to lead,
teach, and care for the flock. Paul writes to Titus,
"This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put
what remained into order, and appoint elders in
every town as I directed you." (Titus 1:5)

Titus was sent back to all of churches Paul had
planted to appoint elders. He then gives a strict
warning that allowing the wrong kind of men to
lead can draw many astray and even destroy healthy
churches.
But what is an elder? Where have you seen elders?

When churches are fuzzy on the job description of
an elder, they tend to fall back on what they know
from experience in other organizations. We can
assume “eldering” is basically the same as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Administering a school
Running a corporation
Overseeing subcontractors
Managing a project
Directing operations
Serving on a board of trustees

But what if this isn’t a guessing game? What if the
Bible tells exactly what an elder is and exactly what
sort of person ought to be an elder? Good news: It
does.

MARK 1: BIBLICALLY QUALIFIED
To begin
with, it’s important for us to realize that the Bible
uses these different terms to refer to the same office.
Depending on your denominational traditions, you
may favor one term more than the other. Often,
churches will referred to paid elders as “pastors” and
the unpaid, lay elders as “elders”.
Elder. Pastor. Overseer. Shepherd. Bishop.

“I love Jesus, have a seminary degree, and can
preach decently. What more could be necessary?”

“I’ve been a member for 35 years. I’ve served on
committees, even taught Sunday School. What
more could be necessary?”
“I’ve given substantially to keep this church afloat. I
run three successful businesses with strong
leadership. What more could be necessary?”

While the above three examples are all missing the
mark as far as qualifications for eldership go, they all
actually fulfill the first criteria: they want to be an
elder. Paul writes, “The saying is trustworthy: If
anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a
noble task” (1 Timothy 3:1).
Paul continues in 1 Timothy 3 to elaborate with a
very clear, specific list of qualifications for the office
of overseer. In Titus 1, Paul reiterates the same
qualifications as Titus goes about appointing elders.

Must Exemplify Godly Character
“You might assume that the most important
characteristic for an elder would be skill in running
an organization...the New Testament writers put
far greater emphasis on holy character. Jesus’s
under-shepherds must reflect Jesus’s character” (20).
Consider these virtues Paul requires:
"Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the
husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled,
respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not a
drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome,
not a lover of money." (1 Timothy 3:2-3)
"For an overseer, as God's steward, must be above
reproach. He must not be arrogant or quicktempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for
gain, but hospitable, a lover of good, selfcontrolled, upright, holy, and disciplined." (Titus
1:7-8)

Let’s consider a few of the qualities in more detail.
Paul uses the words sober-minded, not quicktempered, and disciplined to emphasis the
importance of self-control. Interestingly, in both
lists, he singles out a particular manifestation of a
lack of self-control: not a drunkard.
Additionally, an elder must be humble and gentle.
Paul himself sought to imitate the humility and
meekness of Christ (2 Cor. 10:1), and so should

pastors: “Egotistical, domineering, argumentative,
pushy, gruff, hotheaded, explosive overseers crush
church members” (22).
Paul also says elders must not be “greedy for gain.”
It is wrong for men to enter the ministry to get rich.
Period. Furthermore, “When money-loving men
lead a church, spending toward the poor, church
planting, and global evangelism dries up” (23).

Must Be Able to Teach the Word
Jesus’s primary means of shepherding the people
was through his teaching. It is the same for those
who shepherd the church. Paul explains to Titus:
"He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as
taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in
sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who
contradict it." (Titus 1:9)

In churches with multiple elders, not every elder can
preach every Sunday. However, healthy pastors can
accurately and clearly communicate biblical truth in
a way that edifies the members of the church.

Must Lead His Family Well
“In the family of God, an elder’s home life matters
immensely. In fact, marriage and parenting act as a
proving ground for elder fitness” (25). A man’s
dysfunctional home life foreshadows the dysfunction
that will fill a church if he is made an elder:
"He must manage his own household well, with all
dignity keeping his children submissive, for if
someone does not know how to manage his own
household, how will he care for God's church?" (1
Timothy 3:4-5)

The first people to ask about the qualifications of a
potential elder are his wife and children. Here’s an
interesting question to ask: “If your house were a
church, would your dinner guests want to come
back for another visit?” (27).

Must Be an Established Believer
With age comes wisdom, and pastors need to be
seasoned in the faith in order to shepherd the flock
well. Additionally, Paul warns churches of the
danger of too quickly ordaining a man as an elder:

“He must not be a recent convert, or he may
become puffed up with conceit and fall into the
condemnation of the devil.” (1 Tim. 3:6)

It is actually a very loving thing for a church to hold
off ordaining an elder before he is ready. Rushing to
lay hands on a man because of his immense gifting
or desire for the office when he does not have the
integrity to bear it only sets him up for a great fall.

MARK 2: ABOVE REPROACH
In his instructions to Timothy and Titus, Paul’s first
qualification for any overseer, pastor, or elder is that
he be “above reproach” (1 Tim. 3:2; Ti. 1:7).
Why is this mark such a priority to the apostle Paul?
What is the danger of pastors with sordid or even
questionable reputations?

There is a reason why Satan targets prominent
preachers of the gospel. The great fall of wellknown pastors brings greater reproach upon the
gospel they preach. This is why Paul instructed
Timothy:
“Keep a close watch on yourself and on the
teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will
save both yourself and your hearers.” (1 Tim. 4:16)

An ordained elder is set apart to defend the gospel
with his life and his teaching. He will be held to a
higher standard of accountability. James writes,
“Not many of you should become teachers, my
brothers, for you know that we who teach will be
judged with greater strictness” (James 3:1).

A church would do well to examine an elder
candidate before he is scrutinized by the world
around him. Can he stand the heat? Or will his
crumbling reputation endanger the very truth of the
gospel?
Consider this question: Would a man’s co-workers,
boss, or friends chuckle at the thought of a
particular man being ordained as pastor of a
church? When a church’s pastors are above
reproach, this is the result:

“...the people held them in high esteem. And more
than ever believers were added to the Lord,
multitudes of both men and women.” (Acts 4:13b14)
1
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HEALTHY BODY ó HEALTHY ELDERS
WEEK 9: Sound in Doctrine and Able to Teach
This person has charisma out the wazoo. Listeners
hang on their every word. Their words are simple,
profound, and emotionally-moving. There’s only one
problem: She’s Theresa Caputo—the Long Island
Medium on TLC.
What possible danger is there in having extremely
gifted teachers in the church who are not held to a
doctrinal standard?

As we consider Marks 3 and 4 for healthy elders,
they come in logical order: First a man must be
sound in doctrine, then he must be able to teach.

MARK 3: SOUND IN DOCTRINE
It is bad enough to have even one member fall into
false doctrine or unbelief. Imagine the impact, then,
of the lead teachers in the church disseminating
every week from the pulpit, in counseling sessions,
and small group settings, beliefs that are contrary to
Scripture. It would destroy a church! This is why
Paul commands:
“He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as
taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in
sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who
contradict it.” (Titus 1:9)

The Apostle Paul describes a man who understands
it is not his job to reinvent the faith or to help
Christian doctrine evolve for the next generation.
Rather, he is simply to receive and pass along the
sound doctrine of the apostles:
“Follow the pattern of the sound words that you
have heard from me, in the faith and love that are in
Christ Jesus. By the Holy Spirit who dwells within
us, guard the good deposit entrusted to you.” (2
Timothy 1:13-14)

Churches evaluate the doctrine of their pastoral
candidates using various means. This is an
important function of denominational and historic
confessions and church statements of faith. A
healthy church will expect prospective pastors to be
able to articulate, explain, and defend the sound
doctrines that have been passed down in the church.
In what ways have you seen pastoral candidates
screened or tested for sound doctrine?

Paul warned the elders at Ephesus that “fierce
wolves” would arise in the midst of the churches.
How do we identify these men? Paul says they
would teach deviant doctrines, “speaking twisted
things, to draw away the disciples after them” (Acts
20:30). If we are to heed Paul’s instruction, then we
must “Be alert!” (Acts 20:31), which means testing
those who would be ordained teachers in the church
to make sure what they teach accords with the
truths of Scripture.
Healthy pastors realize what is at stake. Teaching
unsound doctrine is not only the difference between
a healthy church and an unhealthy one. It is the
difference between eternal salvation and damnation:
“Keep a close watch on yourself and on the
teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will
save both yourself and your hearers.” (1 Timothy
4:16)

Healthy elders will constantly evaluate their
teaching against the Scriptures. They will read
Christian authors from the past and present,
measuring their interpretations of Scripture against
other faithful teachers.
Jeramie Rinnes writes, “Be particularly aware of
gospel distortions active among churches around
you, or even in your own church. These might be
anything from the prosperity gospel to open theism
to legalism to theological liberalism. Are local
charismatic personalities winning followers to
gospel-lite or gospel-counterfeit teachings? All these
teaching can harm your sheep” (52).
It is important for teachers in the church to realize
that faithfulness to the “old, old story” is to be prized
over innovation. The elders in the church are
entering into a long chain of faithfulness to sound
doctrine that dates back to the days of Paul:
“And what you have heard from me in the presence
of many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will
be able to teach others also.” (2 Timothy 2:2)

Sound doctrine will determine whether a new
shepherd will be feeding the sheep the words of
eternal life—the words of Jesus Christ—or not.

MARK 4: ABLE TO TEACH

What does teaching look like?

There are two ordained positions in the church,
pastor and deacon, and in the list of qualifications
for these two offices, there is only one difference:

Jeramie Rinne writes, “Elders must participate in
the teaching ministry of the church...Yet elders often
shy away from teaching...It happens for a number of
reasons, with the most common being a sense of
inadequacy. Lay elders compare their own natural
ability, teaching experience, and theological training
to that of their paid pastor(s), and sometimes
discouragement ensues” (48).

Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the
husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled,
respectable, hospitable, able to teach...” (1 Timothy
3:2)

Why is teaching required of an elder? Can’t an elder
faithfully lead the church without teaching? The
problem with this very understandable line of
thinking is a misunderstanding of the role of a
pastor in the church. Shepherds shepherd by and
through teaching. An elder or pastor who is unable
to teach is fundamentally unable to perform his
primary duty in the church.

Shepherding as Teaching
Consider the central role that teaching played in
Jesus’s ministry as the Good Shepherd. The Gospel
of Mark tells us,
“When he went ashore he saw a great crowd, and he
had compassion on them, because they were like
sheep without a shepherd. And he began to teach
them many things.” (Mark 6:34)

Jesus then entrusted these shepherding duties to his
own disciples when he commanded them, saying,
“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe
all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am
with you always, to the end of the age." (Matthew
28:19-20)

The presence and authority of Jesus Christ are
present in the church as men faithfully shepherd the
church by teaching his disciples how to obey the
words of our Savior and Lord. Men who clearly
communicate the Word of God and exhort and
encourage believers to live out Christ’s commands
are a gift to the church:
“And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the
evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip
the saints for the work of ministry, for building up
the body of Christ...” (Ephesians 4:11-12)
1

Both elders and church members have a role to play
in growing the teaching of the church. First, elders
must realize in moments of doubt that they were
ordained to the office of elder because members
recognized their spiritual gift of teaching. They are
a teacher: “Be encouraged and execute your calling
to the best of your ability and resources” (48).
Teaching is not always formal or from a pulpit. It
happens in Sunday School rooms, small groups,
one-on-one counseling sessions, informal men’s
breakfasts, on camping trips, and over the dinner
table. In short, elders are men who have the right
word for the right moment. Jesus’s command to
Peter stands for all his under-shepherds: “Feed my
sheep” (John 21:17).
However, church members must also seek to be
teachable—especially with regards to the unpaid
elders in the church. Dr. Harold Best reminds us,
“A mature Christian is easily edified.” We will have
our favorite preachers and teachers, but it is
important that we seek to encourage all of the elders
of our churches by being eager listeners and doers of
what we are taught.
Not all elders are equally gifted in teaching.
However, church members strengthen an elder’s
trust in the Lord as they show an eagerness for his
teaching despite his weaknesses.
What is more, elders have a responsibility to grow.
“God calls his teachers to show progress, not
perfection” (50).
“Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading
of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. Do not
neglect the gift you have...” (1 Timothy 4:13-14)
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HEALTHY BODYóHEALTHY ELDERS
WEEK 10: Shepherd Hearted and Humble Leader
What is a pastor anyway? Most of us live in a nonpastoral culture these days, so we do not connect
the dots. The Greek word translated pastor is the
word for someone who “tends the flock”—a
shepherd. The New Testament unapologetically
and intentionally uses the word pastor and the
activities of a shepherd “to describe elders and their
work” (33).
How do you picture a shepherd? What activities
does he do on a daily basis?

It’s important at this juncture to be reminded that in
the New Testament, Elder = Pastor. Paul
commanded the elders of the church in Ephesus:
“Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the
flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you
overseers, to shepherd the church of God, which he
obtained with his own blood.” (Acts 20:28)

Speaking to elders, Paul says they are made
overseers (bishops) to shepherd (pastor) the church.
Every term regularly used for this office in our
churches is laced together in this verse.

MARK 5: SHEPHERD HEARTED
“A friend of mine who served as a lay elder told me,
‘One of the hardest things about being an elder was
believing I was a real pastor.’ But the Bible couldn’t
be clearer. If you are an elder in your church, you are
a genuine pastor, just as much as, well, the paid
pastor” (35). You might compare lay elders to
volunteer firefighters. Just because they are
volunteer doesn’t mean they don’t go out and fight
the same flames as paid firefighters.
In his first epistle, Peter calls for elders to be
shepherd-hearted:
“So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow
elder...shepherd the flock of God that is among you,
exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but
willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful
gain, but eagerly; not domineering over those in
your charge, but being examples to the flock. And
when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive
the unfading crown of glory.” (1 Peter 5:1-4)

What exactly does it look like to shepherd people?
To begin with, shepherds ought to smell like sheep.

While we may picture different things when we
think “shepherd,” the one thing common in all of our
pictures is the shepherd standing in the midst of the
sheep. For elders, this means engaging in and
building relationships with church members.
It isn’t necessary for elders who function as “church
trustees” or a “board of directors” to actually spend
time with the people of the church. This is why
pastors and elders are not trustees; they are
shepherds who love the sheep.

Shepherd Duties
Whatever you picture a literal shepherd doing is
what spiritual shepherds should be doing in the
local church. Shepherds feed the sheep. So do
pastors. Jesus commanded Peter: “Feed my sheep”
(John 21:17). The apostles in Jerusalem said:
“But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the
ministry of the word." (Acts 6:4)

Faithful pastors seek to be men who have the right
Word for the right moment. In counseling
situations, conversations, preaching, discipleship
classes, or hospital rooms, healthy elders feed the
word to the sheep. It’s important to realize that
elders are not commissioned to feed their opinions
and personal ideas to the sheep. Instead, theirs is a
ministry of the capital “W” Word—the Word of
Christ the Good Shepherd.
Secondly, shepherd-hearted elders work toward
maturity in the sheep. A good shepherd helps young
sheep become strong healthy full-grown sheep. Paul
describes his ministry in this way:
“Him we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching
everyone with all wisdom, that we may present
everyone mature in Christ.” (Colossians 1:28)

Believe it or not, for a flock to grow, the sheep have
to reproduce—not the shepherd. While elders and
pastors are sheep themselves in the flock of God,
they also can discern the growth of the sheep by
how well they are reproducing.
Lastly, shepherd-hearted shepherds work to make
sure the flock will never be left without a shepherd.

This means training up the next generation of elders
and being ready to pass the mantle:
“And what you have heard from me in the presence
of many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will
be able to teach others also.” (2 Timothy 2:2)

MARK 6: HUMBLE LEADER
There are two essential elements to this mark.
Pastors must be humble. But pastors and elders
must also be leaders. Unfortunately, especially in
Baptist churches, there can be a tendency for
members to “play along” with the leadership “so long
as the elders guide the church in a direction the
member likes” (72).
What practical ways are elders and pastors
supposed to lead?

Consider the terms the Bible uses for this office:
•

•

•

Elder: This term implies wisdom and
experience. You to go an elder for counsel and
guidance. Elders have moral authority; when the
talk, people listen.
Pastor/Shepherd: Shepherds have charge over
the flocks, and they lead sheep from place to
place. Cam you imagine a shepherd who didn’t
care which way the flock wandered?
Overseer: This term describes someone who
watches over things and people.

It’s quite clear that a certain amount of authority
must be invested in the pastors of a church in order
for them to carry out their God-given
responsibilities in the church:
“For if someone does not know how to manage his

and the church has ordained the elders to lead his
people in following Jesus.

No Power-Tripping
Pastors must be leaders, but they must be humble
leaders. When proud men are given authority, it
quickly becomes a ripe situation for abusive
leadership, bringing shame on the name of Jesus
and hurting his sheep.
Peter writes to elders:
“Shepherd the flock of God that is among you,
exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but
willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful
gain, but eagerly; [3] not domineering over those in
your charge, but being examples to the flock.” (1
Peter 5:2-3)

It’s quite possible that ringing in Peter’s ear are the
instructions he was given by the Chief Shepherd
himself, as recorded in Matthew’s Gospel:
“But Jesus called them to him and said, ‘You know
that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and
their great ones exercise authority over them. It
shall not be so among you. But whoever would be
great among you must be your servant, and
whoever would be first among you must be your
slave, even as the Son of Man came not to be
served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom
for many.’” (Matthew 20:25-28)

Churches would do well to make sure the men they
appoint as elders are “gentle, not quarrelsome” (1
Tim. 3:3) and “not arrogant, not hot-tempered”
(Titus 1:7).

own household, how will he take care for God's
church?” (1 Timothy 3:5)

What ways can elders seek to remain humble
leaders?

“Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy
of double honor, especially those who labor in
preaching and teaching.” (1 Timothy 5:17)

Humble elders will not be afraid to delegate
responsibilities to able deacons and other faithful
servants in the church. After all, an elder’s job is not
to do all the work of the ministry, but to equip the
saints to do the work.

“We ask you, brothers, to respect those who labor
among you and are over you in the Lord and
admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in
love because of their work. Be at peace among
yourselves.” (1 Thessalonians 5:12-13)

Pastors cannot be like Saul, hiding among the
luggage (1 Samuel 10:22). The Lord has appointed
1

Humble pastors must submit to accountability for
their life and doctrine under the Word of God (1
Tim. 5:19-20). Additionally, they will seek to raise up
more elders, and trust the congregation to be led by
the Spirit.
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HEALTHY BODYóHEALTHY ELDERS
WEEK 11: Accountable and Prayer Warrior
In 2012, I moved to South Carolina to begin my first
pastorate. That year it was the state with the most
forced terminations among Southern Baptist
churches in the nation—75 pastors! SBC churches
in our state consistently give the same number one
reason for firing their leadership: control issues, i.e.,
"who's going to run the church."
What are good reasons for a church to remove a
pastor for any reason?

I once heard a member say a church should be able
to fire a pastor if they don't like the way he brushes
his teeth. If we were to check the governing
documents in many of our churches that may
technically be true!
Typically, this suffocating grip around the necks of
leadership is found in smaller churches. Megachurches tend to falter on the other end, allowing a
visionary, strong-willed head pastor operate as a
virtual pope. On both ends of the spectrum, the
struggle is with a misunderstanding of healthy
accountability.

MARK 7: ACCOUNTABLE
Healthy
elders
are
accountable
elders.
Unfortunately, many church members and pastors
are not on the same page when it comes to defining
accountability.
How do you define accountability? What does it
look like practically?

How many problems between pastors and the
congregation stem from the church not doing due
diligence to make sure an elder candidate is
biblically qualified (remember Mark 1?) before he is
elected as pastor? Essentially, accountability is the
act of holding an elder to the same standard on Day
3,000 as on Day 1.
Accountability asks, "Is this pastor still biblically
qualified?" This doesn't sound anything like the
fickle "fire for any reason" mentality in many of our
churches. In fact, unless a pastor voluntarily steps
down from leadership (e.g., retirement or call to
another ministry post) or a pastor and congregation

reach a mutual agreement, there is only one proper
way to remove a pastor:
"Do not admit a charge against an elder except on
the evidence of two or three witnesses. As for those
who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of
all, so that the rest may stand in fear." (1 Timothy
5:19-20)

Paul lays out accountability that is both restrained
and sobering. Leaders are primary targets for
malcontents, and Paul encourages churches to
protect the reputation of their pastors from
unfounded gossip, slander, or baseless complaining.
However, in the event of a disqualifying sin—in life
or doctrine—the public nature of eldership requires
public rebuke. It may mean removal in the event of
serious or persistent sin.
Churches that refuse to confront an erring elder
actually bring shame on the office of pastor itself. In
the case of verifiable charges, churches promote the
health and respect of the pastorate by removing a
man who is not fit for the office any longer.

A Case Study in Accountability
Curious what this kind of accountability looks like?
Paul practiced what he preached:
"But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him
to his face, because he stood condemned. For
before certain men came from James, he was
eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he
drew back and separated himself, fearing the
circumcision party. And the rest of the Jews acted
hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas
was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw
that their conduct was not in step with the truth of
the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, "If you,
though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew,
how can you force the Gentiles to live like
Jews?"" (Galatians 2:11-14)

It was Paul's jealousy for the gospel that led him to
confront Peter. When Peter began to act in a way
that denied the truth, it led others astray. Thus, it
was necessary for Paul to rebuke Peter publically,
not to humiliate him but to protect the gospel.
Can you think of a reason a pastor would need to be
publicly rebuked? Does all rebuke lead to removal?

MARK 8: PRAYER WARRIOR
In his book Church Elders, Jeramie Rinne writes,
"We could...say that elders are called to shepherd
local churches like Jesus...Shepherding like Jesus
means praying like Jesus" (109).
"But now even more the report about him went
abroad, and great crowds gathered to hear him and
to be healed of their infirmities. But he would
withdraw to desolate places and pray." (Luke 5:1516)

Consistently, the Good Shepherd's ministry was
sustained by faithfulness in prayer with his Father.
Interestingly, Jesus's disciples never asked him to
teach them how to preach, how to lead, how to cast
out demons, or how to heal:
"Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and
when he finished, one of his disciples said to him,
'Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his
disciples.'" (Luke 11:1)

These same men, when they became the first
pastors of the church in Acts understood that they
had two Christ-given priorities:
“But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the
ministry of the word." (Acts 6:4)

When you picture a faithful pastor, do you imagine a
man managing ministry programs and staff,
engaging the community, and speaking in multiple
venues a week all with herculean ability? Or do you
picture a man on his knees? Just as healthy church
members are prayer warriors, healthy elders
shepherd the flock faithfully through prayer. This
begins by first shepherding their own souls toward a
deeper relationship with the Lord.

"I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the
growth. So neither he who plants nor he who waters
is anything, but only God who gives the growth." (1
Corinthians 3:6-7)

Rinne continues, "[Pastors'] spiritual inability
should drive us to call out for God's power to bring
growth to our congregations. Like Elijah, we can
repair the altar and prepare the sacrifice, but God
must send down the fore of his Spirit into people's
hearts and lives (1 Kings 18:30-39)."
In response to a question about his schedule,
Martin Luther is famously quoted as saying, "I have
so much to do, I shall spend the first three hours in
prayer." Luther's response gets at the priority of
prayer in lives of busy pastors. What is the point of
laboring all day in man-sized power to accomplish
God-sized tasks?

Practicing Prayer
What does a prayer-soaked elder ministry look like
practically? "Try not to think of prayer as an extra
activity tossed onto your already overloaded
schedule. Rather, think of it as the operating system
on which all of the elder apps run. As Paul said,
'Pray constantly' (1 Thess. 5:17)." Elders can practice
prayer in four basic ways:
•

•

Living on a Prayer
Pastoring brings men to their knees: "The work can
be grueling. Teaching, mentoring, confronting,
pursuing, and leading people takes significant time
and can be soul-wearying. And no matter how much
pastoring one does, there is always more that could
be done" (111). In fact, God has called elders into a
task that God alone can accomplish:
1

•

•

Public prayer: Pastors should be prayer
opportunists. Any chance is a good chance to
pray. Pastors are teaching even as they pray,
because they show members what they should
pray for, how they should pray, and a proper
attitude of humility and love for God.
Presbyter prayer: When the elders of a church
gather, they should spend a significant portion
of time praying for the flock: "Pray
systematically
through
your
church's
membership list together" (116).
Personal prayer: Pastors should never let
themselves say, "I'll be praying for you."
Instead, they should be known to drop
everything and pray with others in the moment.
Private prayer: "It is imperative that [pastors]
block out time for private intercession and
communion with God" (119).

Here's the good news: Jesus our Shepherd never
ceases to pray for us (Romans 8:34; Heb. 7:25).
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HEALTHY BODYóHEALTHY ELDERS
WEEK 12: PLURALITY
We’ve made it to the final mark of healthy elders,
and it’s actually something a pastor cannot exhibit
on his own. It takes more than one. Healthy elders
are elders—as in, plural. Jeramie Rinne explains,
“Shepherding [a church] is possible because it is
supposed to be a team sport” (86).
Have you ever been in a church with more than one
pastor? What did that look like?

But how on earth could we afford to pay another
minister? One of the stumbling blocks to
establishing a healthy plurality of elders in a smaller
church is the misconception that all pastors must be
paid staff in order to carry the authority and
responsibilities of pastoring. Both the congregation
and qualified men in the church need to begin to
realize this: God may be calling them to start
pastoring—and still keep their day job.

MARK 9: PLURALITY
Let’s take a quick survey of the churches in the New
Testament. You will be hard-pressed to find a
singular elder. That’s because they always appear in
groups:
“And when they had appointed elders for them in
every church, with prayer and fasting they
committed them to the Lord in whom they had
believed.” (Acts 14:23)
“Now from Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called
the elders of the church to come to him.” (Acts
20:17)
“Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all
the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with
the overseers and deacons:” (Philippians 1:1)
“This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put
what remained into order, and appoint elders in
every town as I directed you—“ (Titus 1:5)
“So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder
and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as
a partaker in the glory that is going to be
revealed...Likewise, you who are younger, be
subject to the elders.” (1 Peter 5:1,5)
“Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the
elders of the church, and let them pray over him,
anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord.”
(James 5:14)

“Do you see the pattern? Again and again we find
elders (plural) in each church (singular). Each
congregation had its own pastoral squad. It’s an
elementary observation, but it makes all the
difference when you put it into action. Elder
plurality is extremely significant for sustainable
shepherding” (88).
In many churches, it would be unthinkable to have
only one deacon, yet most small churches only have
one pastor. Why is that?

Beyond the fact that it is the clear pattern of Paul
when planting churches throughout the inhabited
world, there are practical reasons why multiple
shepherds will make for healthy pastors.

Sharing the Load
“Start with the obvious: having multiple elders
spreads out the pastoral workload” (88).
Jeramie Rinne shares a poignant illustration from
his own pastoral ministry:
”A member of our church once asked me how she
could pray for me. I shared about the growing
burden of the ministry. Our church membership had
been increasing at that time, and the pastoral needs
had multiplied. I asked her somewhat rhetorically,
‘How do I minister effectively to a growing flock?’
She didn’t take my question rhetorically. I’ll never
forget her answer. She smiled, shrugged, and
simply said, ‘More shepherds.’” (88)

One man was not meant to bear the weekly
responsibilities
of
preaching,
shepherding,
counseling, evangelism, administrating, etc. As
Moses himself realized, “I am not able to carry all
this people alone; the burden is too heavy for me”
(Numbers 11:14). Only one man can carry the church
on his own: Jesus Christ. In answer to Moses’s
desperate plea, this was God’s solution: elders
(Numbers 11:16-30).
Every single-pastor church that is not pleading with
the Lord for more elders is either confused about
the identity of their pastor—that he is not Jesus—or
they simply don’t realize or don’t care that he is
being burned out by responsibilities that are too
great for one man.

A team of elders can divide up the shepherding
duties of the church. They can keep closer watch
over smaller groups of members. They can divide up
the
preaching
schedule
and
teaching
responsibilities. They can take turns visiting saints
and overseeing particular ministries in the church.

Swiss Army Elders
However, there are more benefits than mere
division of labor. A church that trains, equips,
examines, and ordains elders year after year will
have a treasury of gifted men to shepherd. A
singular pastor may be gifted in certain ways, but
where he lacks gifting, the church will suffer.
However, a church with multiple elders will have
men with different gifts who complement one
another and supply what is lacking in the other
elders.
“Although all elders bear the same responsibilities,
they bring an assortment of talents and experiences
to the mix” (90).
For instance, you may have an elder who is
extremely gifted in preaching and exposition of the
Scriptures. However, he may be relatively
unseasoned in handling difficult cases of sin or need
with wisdom. An older, experienced elder would
bring helpful balance to the church in counseling
the members. An elder board is like a Swiss army
knife, filled with various gifts for each occasion.
What is more, a church that recognizes an elderqualified man and ordains him to pastor enables
him to fully obey Peter’s instruction:
“As each has received a gift, use it to serve one
another, as good stewards of God's varied grace.”
(1 Peter 4:10)

How many churches are neglecting gifts of
preaching, teaching, and shepherding that the
Spirit has given to men in the church because they
never give those men the authority to exercise and
use those gifts to build up the church?

Shepherding the Shepherds
It’s important for pastors and church members to
remember that pastors are sheep, too. They belong
to the flock of Jesus and need to be shepherded as
well. But in a church with only one pastor, who will
shepherd the pastor?
“Here again plurality provides an answer. The
shepherds must shepherd the shepherds.
Congregational oversight is sustainable because the
elders, in plurality, act as pastors to one another”
(91).
It is extremely difficult for a pastor to have no peers
in his local church. A corollary to this: it is extremely
difficult for a pastor’s wife to have no peers in her
local church. A plurality of elders gives a pastor
men—and gives a pastor’s wife women—who can
understand exactly the stress of pastoring. They are
men who can know him intimately and pray him
through crises and trials.

Iron Sharpening Iron
Have you ever considered that God intends for your
pastor to become a better pastor? Have you ever
considered that your pastor wants to become a
better pastor? Part of this means praying and
endeavoring to see God surround your pastor with
other faithful pastors.
“When elders are practicing a healthy plurality, it’s
harder for one man’s views or tendencies to
dominate, because the elders offset one
another...Even more to the point, plurality creates a
structure for elders to call one another out when one
of them gets off track” (93). A lone pastor is in
constant danger of going off-track because he was
meant to be surrounded by other Spirit-filled
shepherds.
Even more, pastors can learn from one another how
to preach better, evangelize better, counsel better,
organize and administer better, and more.
“You need elders (plural). That is Jesus’s plan for
sustainable, effective shepherding in his churches”
(95).
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HEALTHY BODYóHEALTHY DEACONS
WEEK 13: BIBLICALLY QUALIFIED, DIGNIFIED IN
SPEECH, and FULL OF FAITH
The pastorate is not the only ordained office in the
church. In the days of the early church, the
burgeoning body of believers was tempted to
grumble over food, much like the people of Israel in
the wilderness. However, the New Testament
people of God did not fall into sin but went another
way:
“Now in these days when the disciples were
increasing in number, a complaint by the Hellenists
arose against the Hebrews because their widows
were being neglected in the daily distribution. And
the twelve summoned the full number of the
disciples and said, ‘It is not right that we should
give up preaching the word of God to serve tables.
Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven
men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom,
whom we will appoint to this duty. But we will
devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of
the word.’” (Acts 6:1-4)

The apostles realized that not only was Satan
seeking to divide the church, he was also trying to
distract the preachers of the gospel from the
ministry of the word. The solution? Deacons.
The Apostle Paul shows us that these deacons were
not just a temporary solution for the Jerusalem
church but were meant to be a permanent fixture in
the house of God. Here’s a picture of what happens
when the local church is served by healthy deacons:
“And the word of God continued to increase, and
the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in
Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became
obedient to the faith.” (Acts 6:7)

Table Waiters
Three things are clear from Acts 6. Deacons are (1)
selected by the church (2) to serve the church (3)
under the authority and direction of the elders. The
word deacon comes from the statement of the
apostles: “It is not right that we should give up
preaching the word of God to serve tables.” Deacon
means “table-waiter.”
What are the duties of a table-waiter? How does
this shift your understanding of the role of deacon?

From its inception, the office of deacon was a
service-oriented seat. Deacons were to be
concerned with caring for the needs of the church,
particularly the needs of widows, orphans, and the
poor.

MARK 1: BIBLICALLY QUALIFIED
In Paul’s letters to Timothy he gives qualifications
for healthy deacons just after the qualifications for
healthy elders. These instructions establish the
standard for any man being considered for the office
of deacon:
“Deacons likewise must be dignified, not doubletongued, not addicted to much wine, not greedy for
dishonest gain. They must hold the mystery of the
faith with a clear conscience. And let them also be
tested first; then let them serve as deacons if they
prove themselves blameless. Their wives likewise
must be dignified, not slanderers, but soberminded, faithful in all things. Let deacons each be
the husband of one wife, managing their children
and their own households well. For those who
serve well as deacons gain a good standing for
themselves and also great confidence in the faith
that is in Christ Jesus.” (1 Timothy 3:8-13)

Notice first how similar these qualifications are to
the ones Paul gave for elders. In fact, Paul seems to
emphasize this fact with the words “Deacons
likewise...” Just like elders, deacons must also not
be driven by appetites for wine or money. They also
must blameless in their service. They also must
manage their own households well. One
distinction—which we will explore later—is that
while elders must be “able to teach,” deacons must
simply have a firm grasp on gospel: “They must hold
the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience.”
Once again, the home becomes the primary proving
ground for qualified men. Administration and
management of resources to meet needs with
servant-hearted compassion, intentionality, and
wisdom are gifts that should be on display in a man’s
home before he is considered to serve in the
household of faith.

Paul advises a trial period for prospective deacons:
“And let them be tested first; then let them serve as
deacons if they prove themselves blameless.”
Why would a trial period be advisable for men who
deal with the management of the financial and
practical matters of the church body?

It’s also interesting that Paul gives qualifications for
a deacon’s wife, as well. It is a matter of debate as to
whether the word is best translated “deacon’s wives”
or “deaconesses”. Either way, a deacon’s wife is often
involved in the ministry with her husband, and only
women who are dignified, faithful, and soberminded should be trusted with knowledge of the
intimate needs of the saints in the local church.

MARK 2: DIGNIFIED IN SPEECH
The Apostle Paul specifically says deacons “must be
dignified, not double tongued” (1 Timothy 3:8). As if
to re-iterate the point, he also insists their wives
“must be dignified, not slanderers” (1 Timothy 3:11).
How are deacons uniquely tempted to being
double-tongued? Why is it essential for deacons to
speak with sincerity and simplicity?

As servants of the mercy needs of the church,
deacons will often work with the lowliest among the
congregation. The deacons in the church must
emulate Jesus Christ himself as they care for those
the world has trampled:
“He will not quarrel or cry aloud, nor will anyone
hear his voice in the streets; a bruised reed he will
not break, and a smoldering wick he will not
quench, until he brings justice to victory.” (Matthew
12:19-20)

The first deacons in Jerusalem were men whose
faithful service saw unity triumph over gossip and
grumbling. However, deacons who are not
dignified in speech but are themselves sources of
gossip and slander become a part of the problem
instead of the solution.
Healthy deacons relate to the congregation like
table-waiters—treating even the poorest member as
a prince of heaven. This means speaking to them
and about their needs with dignity and respect.

MARK 3: FULL OF FAITH
When the apostles gave instructions to the church,
they said to select men “full of the Spirit,” and Luke
tells us particularly that one of the deacons chosen,
Stephen, was “a man full of faith and of the Holy
Spirit” (Acts 6:5). Stephen would go on to be the
first martyr of the faith—killed in the act of
proclaiming the faith!
Why is faith necessary for an office geared around
practical needs?

The office of deacon is solution-minded, seeking to
find answers to problems and concerns. However, a
danger lurks when deacons are not careful to begin
thinking that mere men are the answer to our
problems. Pragmatism can become the rule of the
day. Instead, deacons full of faith know that all of
their endeavors are impossible without the help and
provision of God.
The Apostle Paul reiterates the necessity of faith.
Not only are deacons to be dependent on the Lord,
but they must also hold fast to the faith handed
down from the apostles:
“They must hold the mystery of the faith with a
clear conscience.” (1 Timothy 3:9)

Merely well intentioned deacons will not do.
Deacons must know their Bibles. They must be
well acquainted, discipled, and trained in the faith.
They must understand the ins and outs of who we
are as the people of God, who Jesus is as our Savior
and King, and what our purpose is in this world.
They must be able to clearly and sincerely articulate
the truths of the faith.
Essentially, the deacon ministry is an activity of
applying the Scriptures in very practical situations.
However, if deacons do not know the Scriptures,
they will begin to operate according to worldly
wisdom or whatever seems to be working.
Healthy deacons, who minister and serve filled with
faith will bring glory to God as the people of God
flourish and grow in love, unity, and number by
God’s grace.

HEALTHY BODYóHEALTHY DEACONS
WEEK 14: NEED ORIENTED, SERVANT-HEARTED, and
FULL OF SPIRITUAL WISDOM
Origin stories play a major role in literature—from
mythology, to comic books, to Scripture itself. They
reveal to us how a certain character, superhero, or
group came into existence and can reveal a lot about
intention and purpose. For instance, the book of
Genesis is filled with origin stories that deeply
shape our understanding of the universe, mankind,
marriage, sin, and more.
Can you think of an example of an origin story?

This week, we return to Acts 6 as we ponder the
origin story for deacons, and how it reveals the
purpose of these behind-the-scenes superheroes.

MARK 4: NEED ORIENTED
The early church needed a hero, but not the kind
you might expect. They didn’t need a fireball
shooting, skyscraper leaping muscle man. They also
didn’t need a board meeting attending, decisionmaking power broker. They needed a few humble
heroes who weren’t afraid to roll up their sleeves and
get their hands dirty:
“Now in these days when the disciples were
increasing in number, a complaint by the Hellenists
arose against the Hebrews because their widows
were being neglected in the daily distribution. And
the twelve summoned the full number of the
disciples and said, ‘It is not right that we should
give up preaching the word of God to serve tables.
Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven
men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom,
whom we will appoint to this duty. But we will
devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of
the word.’” (Acts 6:1-4)

In this origin story, the seven deacons selected by
the church were to be appointed “to this duty.”
What duty exactly? If we look at verse 1, we find the
duty: the daily distribution.

The Daily Distribution
The crisis point in Acts 6 is a result of a pattern in
the early church of believers pooling their resources,
particularly financial resources, to care for the needs
within the body:

“And they were selling their possessions and
belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as
any had need.” (Acts 2:45)
“There was not a needy person among them, for as
many as were owners of lands or houses sold them
and brought the proceeds of what was sold and laid
it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each
as any had need.” (Acts 4:34-35)

The daily distribution mentioned in Acts 6 is this
regular dispersal of church resources to the needs of
the church. This necessary task became unwieldy
over time. As needy widows began to slip through
the cracks, it threatened to split the church.
The shepherds of the church made the wise
decision to delegate the care for these needs to the
deacons. Healthy deacons, therefore, direct their
focus and attention to the temporal, physical needs
of the church.
What are the temporal needs of the church? In Acts
6, who oversaw and directed the activities of the
deacons?

Particularly, the deacons were to care for the needs
of the widows in Acts 6, making sure they got the
food they needed. In his first letter to Timothy, Paul
explained how to keep a “widows registry”, showing
that this was a continual need in our churches:
"Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty
years of age, having been the wife of one husband,
and having a reputation for good works: if she has
brought up children, has shown hospitality, has
washed the feet of the saints, has cared for the
afflicted, and has devoted herself to every good
work." (1 Timothy 5:9-10)

As the early churches grew, it was easy to
unintentionally overlook the neediest members of
the church. Deacons were men intentionally
ordained to make sure that didn’t happen. Just like a
good waiter, deacons constantly evaluate, ask
about, and observe the needs of those they serve,
being proactive to minister to widows, the poor,
and those with sudden needs through the funds and
resources allocated to them.
Does your church have a widow registry?

MARK 5: SERVANT-HEARTED
It’s quite clear that the deacons in Acts 6 were not
appointed to a prestigious task. In fact, the apostles
call the duty “waiting tables” (Acts 6:2). The best
table-waiters serve invisibly, tirelessly, and often
thanklessly because they do so much behind the
scenes that is never known to those they serve.
For these reasons, it is essential that healthy
deacons understand they have not been appointed
to make big decisions or to “run the church.” They
must be prepared to do the dirty behind-the-scenes
duties that are necessary to meet the real needs of
the members of the church.
To be honest, the office of deacon is a lowly,
wearisome job. Certainly this is why Paul included
this encouragement after describing healthy
deacons:
“For those who serve well as deacons gain a good
standing for themselves and also great confidence
in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.” (1 Timothy 3:13)

Think about all of the tasks waiters perform that
never get noticed. They wipe down tables, clean up
spills, remove empty glasses and dirty dishes, keep
track of orders, receive payments, and make
accurate change. No one ever goes to a restaurant
for the waiters, but good or bad waiters can make or
break a dining experience.
In the same way, a church’s life together is much
more than these menial tasks. However, faithful
servant-hearted deacons can make for unity and
growth in the body of Christ:
"And the word of God continued to increase, and the
number of the disciples multiplied greatly in
Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became
obedient to the faith." (Acts 6:7)

Let us not forget that our Lord Jesus was not
ashamed to take on the form of a table waiter.
Servant-hearted deacons become a visible picture of
our Savior Jesus in the church:
"Jesus...rose from supper. He laid aside his outer
garments, and taking a towel, tied it around his
waist. Then he poured water into a basin and began

to wash the disciples' feet and to wipe them with
the towel that was wrapped around him." (John
13:3-5)

MARK 6: FULL OF WISDOM
When the apostles first call for the ordination of
deacons in the church, they specifically mention a
handful of qualifications:
"Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you
seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of
wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty." (Acts
6:3)

The task was simple: make sure all of the widows
were taken care of in the daily distribution.
However, the administration of this task in a way
that promoted unity in the body, gave glory to God,
and furthered the gospel took wisdom.
How would you define wisdom?

Wisdom begins with a proper estimation of self.
Wisdom recognizes to whom we will give an
account for all of our thoughts, intentions, and
actions:
"The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom;
all those who practice it have a good
understanding.
His
praise
endures
forever!" (Psalms 111:10)

Healthy deacons are not ultimately people-pleasers,
though they do care for the needs of the people. A
wise deacon seeks to please God alone and
performs his task in fear and reverence before him.
Secondly, wisdom means the right application of
Scriptural truth in daily life. Certainly, this means
deacons must know God’s Word. Moreover, they
must be skilled at applying it. Healthy deacons’
meetings will overflow with references to the Bible
as they manage complex needs in the church.
Lastly, wisdom has a particular demeanor. James
reminds us:
"But the wisdom from above is first pure, then
peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and
good fruits, impartial and sincere." (James 3:17)

Healthy deacons will exhibit these characteristics as
they serve their brothers and sisters.

HEALTHY BODYóHEALTHY DEACONS
WEEK 15: UNIFYING, JEALOUS FOR CHRIST, and NOT
AN ELDER
Since deacons are engaged in need-oriented,
problem-solving, practical-minded ministry, it can
be easy to forget the purpose behind their office.
Sometimes, a church can get wrapped up in the
overwhelming list of tasks to be completed and
begin to drift from the original—and essential—goal
of deacons. These last three marks of healthy
deacons will help current and future deacons to
better understand their role in the church in order
to be faithful in it.
How would you distinguish the role of deacon from
the role of elder? What is the purpose of a deacon?

MARK 7: UNIFYING
We return to Acts 6, this time to consider what
threat loomed large over the early church.
“Now in these days when the disciples were
increasing in number, a complaint by the Hellenists
arose against the Hebrews because their widows
were being neglected in the daily distribution. (Acts
6:1)

The key word we want to consider in this opening
scene is the word against. We have two parties
drawing up battle lines against one another:
Hellenists against Hebrews.
A misunderstanding over practical, temporal issues
in the church—something as basic as dishing out
food—became a cause for complaint that bubbled
up into a possible church split. Members of the
church were taking sides. Naturally, they sided with
the people who were most like them in the earthly
sense, Hellenist with Hellenist, Hebrew with
Hebrew.
Why is disunity dangerous in the church body?

The apostles immediately moved in to bring unity,
and the unifiers, the men to stand in the gap, were
deacons. As they discharged their duties, the church
did not split but instead grew: “And the word of
God continued to increase, and the number of the
disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem” (6:7).

An Answer to Prayer.
Deacons are a gift to the church given in response to
the specific prayer of Jesus Christ. Unifying deacons
are the Father’s willing, gracious answer to his Son:
“I do not ask for these only, but also for those who
will believe in me through their word, that they may
all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in
you, that they also may be in us, so that the world
may believe that you have sent me. The glory that
you have given me I have given to them, that they
may be one even as we are one, I in them and you in
me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the
world may know that you sent me and loved them
even as you loved me." (John 17:20-23)

Twice in Jesus’s prayer, he asks for perfect oneness
for his disciples so that the world will believe that he
has come from the Father. Unity in the church,
then, is not a peripheral issue or a nice bonus. It is at
the core of our testimony to the rest of the world.
Therefore, unifying deacons who work tirelessly to
answer complaints and anticipate possible rifts in
the body of Christ are actual answers to the prayer
of Jesus himself.
Deacons are to guard the unity of the church,
willing to absorb the blame, if necessary, in order to
promote unity in the church. Unfortunately, many
churches have deacons who not only do not seek
unity but actually foment factions, cliques, and
dissension. Such men bring shame on an office that
was only intended to exhibit the unifying, selfless
humility that Paul commands in Philippians 2:
"So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any
comfort from love, any participation in the Spirit,
any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by
being of the same mind, having the same love,
being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing
from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility
count
others
more
significant
than
yourselves.” (Philippians 2:1-3)

Deacons, by definition of their office, are the chief
humblers, men ordained to continually put the
needs of the saints before their own.

MARK 8: JEALOUS FOR CHRIST

MARK 9: NOT AN ELDER

As we mentioned before, deacons are an answer to
Christ’s prayer for unity. Faithful deacons, then, are
going to be jealous for Jesus Christ. What we mean
is this: In a world filled with possible distractions,
healthy deacons will do everything in their power to
help the church remain singularly devoted to Christ.

When we think of health, we don’t normally think of
a lack of something. However, a healthy body is
characterized by a lack of cancer and toxins. To put
it another way, a healthy human being realizes he is
not, in fact, an airplane. Otherwise he might try to
do something harmful—to himself or others!

In the history of Israel, many things drew their
attention away from the Lord? Can you think of
examples?

After our study on healthy elders and healthy
deacons, it should be abundantly plain that these are
two very different offices in the church with different
roles and responsibilities. Healthy deacons know
that they are not elders.

Deacons busy their minds with worldly, physical
things so that the members of the church can
continue to “set their minds on things that are
above, and not on things that are on earth” (Col.
3:2). Deacons seek to remove obstacles, pitfalls, and
worldly temptations from the path of the local
church so that they can fulfill the call of Hebrews 12:
“Let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which
clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the
race that is set before us, looking to Jesus” (Heb.
12:1-2a)

As deacons shield the church body from
temptations to fighting, fretting, or putting too
much trust in worldly possessions, they also must
realize their own hearts must be wholly devoted to
Jesus and his kingdom. Men who constantly deal
with money and financial resources will be strongly
tempted to put their trust in something other than
Christ. Let us not forget who served in a deaconing
role for Jesus and his disciples:
"But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (he who
was about to betray him), said, "Why was this
ointment not sold for three hundred denarii and
given to the poor?" He said this, not because he
cared about the poor, but because he was a thief,
and having charge of the moneybag he used to help
himself to what was put into it." (John 12:4-6)

Deacons exist to seek Christ’s glory, not their own.
Those who are jealous for Christ will model their
life, their service, and their speech as a resounding
reminder to the congregation:
“But seek first the kingdom of God and his
righteousness, and all these things will be added to
you.” (Matt. 6:33)

Unfortunately, this truth, although plain in the
Scriptures, is very cloudy in many of our churches.
Deacons are not pastors. They do not make
leadership decisions; they do not shepherd the
people of God. They are servants—table-waiters.
Practically speaking, in many churches this is not
the case. Many deacon boards function like a board
of elders, often exercising authority over the pastor
or pastors of the church, backwards from the
pattern established in Scripture.
What is the answer? If the deacons abandon their
leadership role as de facto elders to serve as
healthy deacons, who will lead?

If your church has only one pastor with several
deacons, it would be worthwhile to ask whether
some of those men who currently serve as deacons
are elder-qualified men. As we’ve seen, the biblical
qualifications for pastor and deacon are very similar
with one exception: able to teach. Rather than
continuing in confusion, a healthy church body
should ordain qualified men to the office of elder so
that the church is no longer led by one man but
several pastors.
Deacons, having been relieved of shepherding
duties, can then look to the pastors for instruction
and guidance as to how best serve the needs of the
saints, just as they do in Acts 6. Healthy deacons are
the final—and vital—piece of a healthy church body.
What concrete steps can your church take toward
greater health as a body?

