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Church Government 
 

 

I. Church Government 
 

Some churches have deacon boards who rule the church, even over the pastor. This is 
unscriptural. Never in scripture is it mentioned that a voted deacon board or church board 
dictates to the pastor his role. They are to help the pastor. The head of the church is a 
pastor called by God. Bob Yandian in his out of print 1987 book Decently and in Order by 
Whitaker House, gave an excellent description of current forms of Church government in 
chapter two. 

 

A. Episcopalian Church Government-  
 
Comes from the Greek word episkopos which means overseer and translated as 
“Bishop” in Scripture.  In this form of government the bishop has the authority and the 
pastor is under him. This form is used in many types of churches: The Roman Catholic, 
Anglican, Episcopalian, Methodist, Lutheran, and the Churches of God. Roman Catholic 
line of authority: The Catholic form: 
 

Pope-highest ranking bishop 
Cardinal- Cardinal bishop 

Archbishop 
Bishop 

Local bishop 
Priest or Pastor 

 

B. Presbyterian Church Government-  
 
Comes from the Greek word presbuteros and means elder group, and is translated as 
“elders.” 
 
1 Timothy 4:14 (KJV)  
14  Neglect not the gift that is in thee, which was given thee by prophecy, with the laying on of 
the hands of the presbytery. 
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In this form the authority for the local church rest in a group of elders. This type of 
government is found in the Presbyterian Church, Pentecostal Holiness, the Friends, and 
many non-denominational churches. The church is governed by a group of elders. 
Traditionally they are 7, 10, or 12.  
 
Bob Yandian: “In this form of government the elder are over the pastor, or the elders 
and the pastor have equal authority. But in God’s word, who chooses the pastors? The 
Lord Jesus. Who should choose elders? The pastor. Does it sound right that the ones the 
pastor chooses should exert authority over him? Should the ones chosen by men rule 
the one chosen by God?” P. 27-28. (Note: Yandian does not define eldership/bishop 
primarily as I do). 
 
“The Word of God does talk about bishops, elders, and deacons, but they are never 
listed with the ministry gifts which are called by God the Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ.” P.15 
 
“We see that elders are appointed by men in ministry offices and are under their 
authority” P.20 
 
He says about bishops using 1 Tim. 3:1- “This office does not come as a divine call from 
God. It is something to which a man aspires. It is something he desires to be. It is said to 
be a good work, but it is not something that can be equated with the call of God to the 
full ministry.” P. 21 
 
 

C. Congregational Church Government 
 
Here the congregation has the authority. Voting is the means in which most decisions 
are made. Groups that use this form is: The Baptist, Assemblies of God, Churches of 
Christ, and Congregationalist. Apparently this form rose about the time of the United 
States becoming a nation. Yandian states: “Apparently it was presumed that if we have a 
nation run by the will of the people, then we should have churches run by the will of the 
people. The authority rest with the congregation. Is this the proper form of church 
government? No, not according to the Word of God.” P.28 
“Democracy does not make the church possible; the church makes democracy possible.” 
P. 29 
 
How God established the nation of Israel: 
He established one head over all. Then He divided the nation into smaller groups (tribes) 
with overseers under the authority of the head (Moses or a king). There were men 
responsible over tens, hundreds, and thousands under him. But they all still came under 
Moses and were submitted to his authority (Exodus 18). 
 
Yandian: “The reason some of these forms of church government came into being was 
out of an abuse of authority by the pastor.” P.29 
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The Presbyterian form of church came into being because a pastor was not fulfilling his 
office properly. A group of men (elders) arose and exercised authority over the pastor to 
protect the congregation. When the elders began to abuse authority, the congregation 
as a whole decided to take authority over them. But even this form of government is 
subject to being swayed by one person. Many attempts are made by men at preventing 
abuse but they still occur. God’s choice is to have one man as the head of the church: 
the pastor.  
 
 

D. Independent Church Government 
 

In this form of church government, the church is governed by much like a corporate 
business. The pastor is like the president and the elders are like vice-presidents. 
Nevertheless, there is only one head to the organization, the pastor (president) of the 
church. 
 
Yandian: “The independent form of church government is the closest to the precedent 
set in God’s word.” P.30 
 
James 5:14 (KJV)  
14  Is any sick among you? 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: 

 
Apostles Paul and Barnabas: 
 
Acts 14:23 (HCSB)  
23  When they had appointed elders in every church and prayed with fasting, they committed 
them to the Lord in whom they had believed. 

 
According to Yandian: “In the local church, there can be a number of elders (Acts 14:23). 
But who chooses the elders? The pastor does.” P.30 
 
In Acts 20:17-28 Yandian comments about the “elders” at Ephesus and calls them 
pastors (not bishops, although v.28 uses “bishop” as elders).  
Generally Yandian says that the independent model has a pastor who is in charge but 
has a church advisory board who is mostly business men/women who advise the pastor. 
The bishops are overseers of elders who rule and teach. The elders are a separate group 
who teach and rule but are appointed by the pastor. Bishops are overseers who have 
been promoted by the pastor of men/women who oversee different areas of ministry. 
Below Jesus is the pastor, then bishops, then elders. Finally, below them are the 
deacons (P.67). Neither deacons, elders, nor bishops are called office gifts chosen by 
Jesus. He says they are all chosen by men therefore they do not have the authority of 
the pastor (P. 14, 21). 
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In my opinion, Yandian tries hard to minimalize the words bishop and elder in Scripture. 
He sees them as appointments by men only. But where Scripture uses these words for 
ministry offices, he basically states that pastors have stood in all of the lower offices so 
those verses that apply to elders and bishops are just pastors who have held those 
positions. I understand the abuse of the word bishop in denominations and charismatic 
churches today, although to me it relates to the apostle gift who stands in the office of 
bishop. Yandian adds another group in the church that isn’t found in scripture called the 
“advisory board.” Although they do not stand in the office of elder they should be 
looked at like elders, he says (P.55).   
 
He states the pastor chooses these people and they are to protect the congregation and 
step in if the pastor abuses his call or errs in doctrine. The obvious problem with this is 
that these folks are chosen by the pastor. I can see the benefits of this kind of board to 
the pastor and am not against it. I would say that this is one of the roles of an elder 
board to balance the abuses of the pastorate. The advisory board should advise of 
financial matters. I do believe there is precedent set in Scripture to have elders who are 
not in ministry gifts to be the board to watch over the pastorate. They over time have 
been placed there by the congregation and pastors as older mature believers who love 
the church and watch over it. This is based off of the Jewish model of elders. They are in 
many churches today what deacons are. Deacons should be a separate group though, in 
my opinion.  Because of error they have been elevated to the office of elder in churches 
today. 
 
There is great error when these boards rules over the pastorate. They are to support 
and advise the pastor and along with the other ministry gifts recognized in the church. 
So there are two groups of elders in the church: The older wiser men and women over 
40 who have the respect of the congregation to be so, to support and look after the 
church, and second, the ministers of the church. When there is no pastor the church 
elders do the ministry until God calls a new pastor. I personally believe the retiring 
pastor should help pick the new pastor or appoint him. The ministry elders are other 
under pastors and ministry called office gifts who work with the pastor. The new pastor 
has the right to choose new ministry gifts to help him in ministry and in time help 
choose more church elders. Both should be relational to the size of the church. This 
model looks like this: 

Jesus 

Pastor- bishop 

Elders 

Ministry Elders 

Congregation 

Deacons 
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Now when multiple churches are connected together it is usually seen in Scripture to be 
overseen by an apostle who is the bishop over those churches. While he is an overseer 
he still cannot exercise authority over each congregation. He has to oversee the pastors 
and in some cases the other ministry elders. When an apostle wrongly exercises his 
office gift over a local pastor and effects the congregation, this is where abuse usually 
happens. While that apostle may have started that church it should be left in the hands 
of the pastor to be over. A great example is Peter in Jerusalem with James the brother 
of Jesus. Peter most certainly began the church in Jerusalem. The apostles had great 
authority there but James had more concerning the church. James in Jerusalem seemed 
to be the pastor of pastors over all the Christian churches associated with Jerusalem. An 
apostle should be submitted to a pastor also. 

 

Multiple church model 

 

Jesus 

Pastor  

Apostle- Bishop (overseer of submitted pastors) 

 

Pastor         Pastor          Pastor 

 

 

As you see I agree mostly with the independent church model because I believe the 
local church has that right. However, I am not against versions of some of the other 
forms as long as the ministry gifts are understood properly. There are apostles and 
bishops today. It is my conviction that the local church can and should have multiple 
influences over it, this is eldership. All ministry offices are elders. This is why we can 
have multiple pastors in a single congregation but only one Sr. pastor. As long as the 
pastor is over the congregation, all other ministry gifts who are local or travel to the 
church are Scriptural and should be utilized.  
 
I personally have in my personal circle of influence pastors, apostles, evangelist, 
prophets and teachers. From time to time I invite these folks to come minister to my 
congregation. In the local church, we are to raise up, train, and ordain these gifts and 
send them out to the world. 

 

 

 


