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The Government of the Church Ephesians 1:22-23

Last week we began a short series on the church related to our proposed new Constitution.
Our goal is to see Biblically what the church is supposed to be, and how we try to
accomplish that Biblical Vision with our legally necessary governing documents. Today, we
want to explore the key reason we have a Constitution, which is to provide the framework
for how we govern ourselves and what leadership positions we create. In order to shape the
Constitution, we have to have a Biblical understanding of how the church is governed. | want
to be clear that this is my interpretation of what the Bible says, and while | hope we as a
church share this view, there is a lot of room for different interpretations and
understandings. Church government is a secondary or even third order issue, and not a
primary doctrine that we should separate from other Christians over. With that being said, |
want to start with what | am using as our foundational text today that all Christians would
agree on, Ephesians 1:22-23

In Ephesians 1:22-23, we have the foundation of the church explained, and it shows us the
owner of the church. Ephesians 1:22-23 says, ** And he put all things under his feet (That
is Jesus Christ, referring back to verse 20) and gave him as head over all things to the
church, ?* which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. Jesus Christ is the head of
the church. His death makes the church possible, as all of us who trust in Jesus Christ as
Lord and Savior are all united by his death and resurrection. We picture this regularly by
taking the Lord’s Supper together. Elsewhere we see Jesus referred to in another way that
shows his position in regards to the church. He is referred to as the Chief Shepherd. 1Peter
5:4 * And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory.
Pastor means Shepherd, so Jesus is literally the Senior Pastor of the church. That’s one
reason why | intentionally asked that my position be renamed to Lead Pastor in the new
Constitution, Article 5, section 3. Teaching Pastor is what some churches call the role. |
know it may seems a small difference, but no Pastor in a church is truly the senior or highest
Pastor. That is Jesus Christ himself. Based on these terms that are applied to Jesus being
the head and the chief shepherd, as well as other terms like chief cornerstone in Ephesians
2, it seems legitimate to call Jesus Christ the owner of the church. We may have legal
trustees who sign the ownership documents on our buildings and bank accounts. We have
Pastors and Deacons who lead and serve and members who we will see actually rule in the
church. But above everyone of us is our Lord, our Master, the true worthy owner of YIBC
and every church, Jesus Christ.

Of course, Jesus is not coming directly to each church to provide leadership. There would
likely be a lot fewer denominations and understandings of what church was if he did. But, he
did leave us guidelines and pictures of church governance in the scripture to guide how we
govern the church. As | began this message by saying, it is open to interpretation, so we
should be careful about separating from other Christians over differences in church
government. But, | want to show from Scripture why we govern ourselves the way we do,
and why | am proposing the changes with the new Constitution that | am. We have to start
with who the Bible shows to provide the actual rule over the church.

| want to start with Galatians chapter 1. Galatians 1:1-2 says, 1 Paul, an apostle—not from
men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from
the dead— 2 and all the brothers who are with me, To the churches of Galatia: Notice who
he is speaking to. Unlike some of his letters, he is not addressing a specific person or the
Elders or even Deacons. He is directly addressing the “churches of Galatia.” Whatever he
says next, it is addressed to the assembled congregations of the Body of Christ in the
region of Galatia. It is the responsibility of those local church bodies and not just their



Pastors or Elders. Now look at verses 6-9 of Galatians 1. 6 | am astonished that you are so
quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different
gospel— 7 not that there is another one, but there are some who trouble you and want to
distort the gospel of Christ. 8 But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you
a gospel contrary to the one we preached to you, let him be accursed. 9 As we have said
before, so now | say again: If anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you
received, let him be accursed. He is admonishing and taking the entire congregation of the
churches to task because they have let false teaching into the church. Now, this is
interesting. The church as a Body is responsible for keeping out false teaching and for the
purity of their doctrine, not the Elders or Pastors. This of course does not relieve the Elders
of responsibility. In fact, if the church cannot recognize false teaching, then it means that
the Elders are failing at their responsibility which is to train the church through the teaching
of the Word of God.

In Matthew 18, we also see the entire congregation of the church making the final
determination of right or wrong in the church. Matthew 18:15-17 says '° “If your brother
sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you,
you have gained your brother. '® But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with
you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. '’ If he
refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the

church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. So, again we have a process where
the church determines someone is not behaving as a Christian and is determined to be
outside the faith and treated as a non-Christian. Then we also see examples where the
church determined who was sent out for missions or chose to serve the church in unique
ways. In Acts 6, where the Greek widows were upset due to unequal treatment, the
Apostles who were the Elders told the church to pick out the first sort of Deacons or at
least the first forerunners of Deacons. Acts 6:3 says, ° 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. So, these first Deacons were chosen by the church and appointed by the
Elders. And when choosing missionaries to go out with the Gospel message, it seems like the
church as a whole received the leading of the Holy Spirit and collectively sent out Barnabas
and Saul on the first missionary journey in Acts 13. Acts 13:1-3 says, 13 Now there were in
the church at Antioch prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who was called

Niger,”® Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen a lifelong friend of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. > While
they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas
and Saul for the work to which | have called them.” ® Then after fasting and praying they laid
their hands on them and sent them off. And in Acts 15 it clearly shows that it was not just
the Elders of the church making the decisions. Acts 15:22 #* Then it seemed good to the
apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose men from among them and send
them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. They sent Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas,
leading men among the brothers... Clearly, at least to me, the Scripture has a strong view of
the gathered Church making decisions together. We call this type of church government,
congregationalism. In Presbyterianism, Elders rule the church. In Anglicanism, Bishops over
a region rule the church. But in the Bible, it seems to show the congregation, the church
itself ruling the church. And while most Baptist churches claim to be congregational, in
reality, many of them are Senior Pastor or Deacon ruled or more recently Elder ruled, with
not much authority truly given to the congregation. There is a reason why in Article 3 of the
proposed Constitution, | wanted to be very clear that we are first under the Lordship of
Christ, but that the government of YIBC is vested in the members. We also spelled out in
the last paragraph of article 3 that we are Elder-led, but congregationally ruled. This is also
why we would always seek to protect the autonomous nature of the local church. We spell




out in the Constitution that we can choose as a church to voluntarily affiliate ourselves with
groups of like-minded churches, but we maintain the authority of an autonomous church
where the members make the final decision. All of that comes from this Biblical
understanding of Congregationalism.

Congregationalism gets attacked a lot as being based more on western democracy rather
than the Bible, but when done Biblically under Christlike leadership, it seems to best reflect
the Biblical nature of the church. We are not congregational because we are Baptist or
because we live under a democratic form of government. We are congregational because it
is Biblical. So what does Congregational rule mean from the Bible? The church chooses its
own leaders, its own members, its own missions and spending priorities, but then trusts
those leaders to actually lead within the parameters and direction approved by the church.

This truth brings me back to Acts 15 and the next level of Church Government. Again, Acts
15:22 says, ? Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to
choose men from among them and send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas... While it
is the church as a whole in their ruling capacity making the decision to send men to Antioch,
there are definite leaders likely making that proposal. It says first there were Apostles and
Elders leading the church to affirm this decision. Here we have The leaders of the church.
Apostles ceased to exist after the New Testament period ended, but Elders did not. The
word Elder is the most used word in the New Testament for what we call a Pastor. | will take
an entire sermon and deal with the issue of Elders and Deacons so | won’t go too deep into
it today. But what we see in Scripture is multiple Elders whose role is leading the church,
primarily through the teaching of the Word of God. When we look at the New Testament,
over and over again, every time Elders or Pastors are spoken of in the plural. 1Peter 5:1 So
| exhort the elders among you...: // James 5:14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for
the elders of the church... Just one more in Acts 20:17 Now from Miletus he sent to
Ephesus and called the elders of the church to come to him. It is clear that the government
of the church is not a pure democracy of members such as it practiced by the Christian
denomination Quakers. There are clearly Elders or Pastors whose role is to lead or shepherd
the Church, and Ephesians 4 makes clear this is through the teaching of God’s Word.
Ephesians 4, starting at verse 11 says, 11 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the
evangelists, the shepherds and teachers... Shepherds is the word for Pastor and it goes
with teachers, and is the same as an Elder. Continuing in verse 12 to equip the saints for
the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ... The Elder or Pastor’s job is to
equip you for ministry so you know how to fulfill your calling as the church. | say that
because of what verse 14 says as we continue, 14 so that we may no longer be children,
tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human
cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Remember | said that in Galatians, Paul said the
church was supposed to guard the doctrine? If the Elders, the Pastors, are doing their job,
then that enables the church to do our job together of guarding the church’s doctrine.

As | mentioned, there is another office in the church, whose role is not leadership of the
church, but serving the church. In the way that we hope to utilize them going forward at
YIBC, they will lead ministries, and take care of non-pastoral things like buildings and
finances and planning meal events. These are of course the Deacons, the servants of the
Church. They started with the passage we read in Acts where the church chose 7 men to
take care of the needs of the Greek widows. By the time that Paul writes to Timothy, the
younger Pastor he mentors, it is clear that they have become a separate office in the church
from Elders and have an important and distinct role. We see this in 1Timothy 3. Starting in
1Timothy 3:1, it says, The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer,



he desires a noble task. So, the first part of Paul’s words focus on Elders. But then after
dealing with Elders, he deals with the office of Deacons. 1Timothy 3:8 says Deacons likewise
must be dignified, not double-tongued, not addicted to much wine, not greedy for dishonest
gain. We will look closer at these verses and these offices in a couple of weeks. But it is
clear that a Biblical church will have Deacons serving in some capacity that is distinct from
the leadership role given to the Elders. Our Constitution addresses both of these offices and
clearly shows the expectations for both.

So the government of the church consists of 4 levels. Jesus is the chief Shepherd. He alone
is the true Senior Pastor, but also the foundation and Owner of the church. You and all of
us together as the congregation make up the rulers of the church. As we lovingly submit to
each other and to the leading of the Holy Spirit, together we seek the leadership of Jesus
Christ to help us make decisions that reflect a Biblical vision for the Body of Christ at YIBC.
Part of those decisions are choosing Elders to lead and shepherd the church as under-
shepherds of Jesus himself. And choosing Deacons to serve the church so the Elders are
not distracted from their primary role of leading the church through the teaching of the
Word of God. The primary point of this sermon is really to see once again that everything in
the church is about Christ. Yes, the congregation rules. Yes, there some of us are Elders
and lead. Yes, some of you are Deacons and serve in a significant way. But we started with
Ephesians 1:22-23 which says, ? And he put all things under his feet and gave him as head
over all things to the church, # which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. The
focus of the church is not on the Deacons, its not on the Elders or Pastors, its not even on
the members. The true reason for everything in the church is the head of the Church, Jesus
Christ. So many times, we make church about ourselves. It could be Pastors who build a
church on their personality and complete control. It could be Deacons who think they truly
rule the church as an Elder and even oversee the work of the Pastor. It could be church
members who try to stir up disunity in the church to get others to agree with their desires
and force the church to do what they want it to do in business meetings. So, the first week
we saw that the purpose of the church is to worship and glorify Jesus Christ. And now we
see that as the Head of the church, everyone in the church submits to his authority. And so,
again, | want to end by talking to you who may be attending and have not yet accepted
Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. He is the reason we exist. Everything you see here that
may be good reflects Jesus Christ, and without him, you will never truly be a part of the
church, the family of YIBC. Because Jesus is not just the Head of the church, he is the one
who enables us to be the church, because he became our sacrifice for our sin. If you are
here and do not know Jesus Christ, | plead with you to repent of your sins. Accept Jesus
Christ and his death on the cross for forgiveness of your sin by believing that he died in
your place for the punishment you deserved. Then you can truly be a member, a brother or
sister, in the church, the family of God. Please talk to me or one of our Bible study teachers
or Deacons if you want to know more about knowing Jesus Christ. He is the reason YIBC
exists, and we want you to know him. Let’s pray.



