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Who is the pastor of your church?  This might be a question that you could encounter in conversations with people today if you were engaged in a spiritual discussion, especially if you had just referenced something about the church you attend.  A similar question might be:  “Who is your bishop?”  If someone were to ask me either of these questions, I would answer them both the same.  At the church I attend, we have two bishops, two elders and two pastors, and yet only two men fill all of these positions.  This answer would seem very strange to many today who are accustomed to having one man be the bishop or pastor of the church they attend.  In this article, we are going to explore the idea of “Biblical Bishops”.  Some of the questions we will seek to answer include:
1. Are elders, bishops, and pastors separate functions in the church?

2. What are the duties of an elder, bishop or pastor?

3. Does the Bible speak of a plurality of men to serve in this position, or is the custom of many churches today of having only one the correct, biblical practice?

1.  ARE ELDERS, BISHOPS, AND PASTORS SEPARATE FUNCTIONS IN THE CHURCH?
Elders

The word “elder” is used nine times in the New Testament as a singular word, and 60 times as a plural word (“elders”).  According to Strong’s Greek and Hebrew Lexicon (Logos software) (SGHL hereafter), the word “elder” as an office is defined two ways.  First, among the Jews, an elder was a member of the ruling Jewish council called the Sanhedrin.  Later, in the New Testament during Christian times, it referred to those who presided over the assemblies (or churches). 
Bishops

In the King James Version of the New Testament, the word “bishop” appears four times, and once is translated as “overseer”.  The plural “bishops” is used only one time.  Many of the newer translations of the Bible translate the word merely as “overseer”.  A “bishop” is defined by SGHL as an overseer, a man charged with the duty of seeing that things get done or the superintendant, elder, or overseer of a Christian church.  It is apparent, both by studying SGHL and various translations of the Bible that bishop and overseer are synonymous terms and used interchangeably.  

Pastors


The word “pastor” in the singular sense is not used in the New Testament, but the word “pastors” is used once in Ephesians 4:11 where Paul lists the various positions that existed in the New Testament church.  One of these positions is that of pastors, and is defined by SGHL as “a shepherd”.  The original Greek word is “poimen”, and is translated 17 times in the New Testament as “shepherd” and once as “pastors” in Ephesians 4:11.  The tasks of the Near Eastern shepherd were: to watch for enemies trying to attack the sheep; to defend the sheep from attackers;  to heal the wounded and sick sheep;  to find and save lost or trapped sheep;  and to love them, sharing their lives and so earning their trust.  As we get further into this article, we should be able to see that the term pastor or shepherd best describes the workings of the office. Metaphorically speaking, the spiritual tasks of the modern day pastors or shepherds mirror those of the ancient shepherds of sheep.

Bringing it all Together


Let’s now look at a passage of scripture that will help us see that bishops, pastors and elders all refer to the same position.  In Acts 20:17, Paul, nearing the end of his third missionary journey and knowing that his life was nearing an end, called for the elders of the Ephesian church to give them final instruction, and to bid them a tearful farewell:  “From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called for the elders of the church.”  After recounting his ministry to them and the fact that he was headed to Jerusalem “not knowing the things that will happen to me there”, Paul began to give specific counsel to these elders.  Particularly note verse 28:  "Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.”  From this passage, we can see that Paul called for the elders (verse 17), that he described their jobs as overseers (used interchangeably with bishop, see above) and that their task was to shepherd (the verb form of pastor, see above) the church of God.  Now notice in this passage that he didn’t call the elders, and then give these instructions to a separate group of men known as the bishops and pastors. Rather, this was all one group of men, the elders of the congregation who were overseers (bishops) of the congregation that were in charge of shepherding (pastor) the church of God.  This was all one group of men that were described in three different ways.
2.  WHAT ARE THE DUTIES OF AN ELDER, BISHOP OR PASTOR?


From the above passage (Acts 20:28), we can also answer question #2 we posed in that it tells us concisely what their duties are:

1. “take heed to yourselves” - An elder is to be an example to his congregation.  1 Peter 5:1-3:  “The elders who are among you I exhort, I who am a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory that will be revealed:  Shepherd the flock of God which is among you, serving as overseers, not by compulsion but willingly, not for dishonest gain but eagerly; nor as being lords over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock” (NKJV).
2. “take heed to…all the flock” - Elders are look after the flock – not just a few members, but the entire flock of God which is the church that they were appointed to shepherd.

3. They are to be “overseers” or bishops of the flock.  As defined earlier, the overseer was to be a man charged with seeing that things get done.
4. They are to “shepherd” the flock.  As noted earlier, one of the duties of the shepherd of sheep was to feed the flock.  An elder, bishop or pastor then is to feed the congregation spiritually with the food that doesn’t perish, but with the bread of life from Jesus Christ and those whom Jesus sent (John 13:20).
3.  DOES THE BIBLE SPEAK OF A PLURALITY OF MEN TO SERVE IN THIS POSITION, OR
IS THE CUSTOM OF MANY CHURCHES TODAY OF HAVING ONLY ONE
THE CORRECT, BIBLICAL PRACTICE?

Lastly, let us examine the above question.  A quick view of some scriptures will answer this question.
1. Paul and Barnabus ordained elders (plural) in every church.  Acts 14:23:  “So when they had appointed elders in every church, and prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed” (NKJV).
2. Titus was told to appoint elders (plural) in every church.  Titus 1:5:  “For this reason I left you in Crete, that you should set in order the things that are lacking, and appoint elders in every city as I commanded you” (NKJV).
3. Both the churches at Jerusalem and Ephesus had a plurality of elders.  Acts 15:2:  “Therefore, when Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and dispute with them, they determined that Paul and Barnabas and certain others of them should go up to Jerusalem, to the apostles and elders, about this question” (NKJV) and Acts 20:17:  “From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called for the elders of the church” (NKJV).
CONCLUSION


In summary, the Bible teaches that the titles elder, bishop and pastor all refer to the same position, and furthermore, the Bible clearly indicates that a plurality of elders existed in the New Testament congregations.  Therefore, the practice of having a single bishop or pastor of a congregation is not supported by Biblical teaching or example;  it must be exposed as a teaching of man and not of God.  
