The Rulers of a Church of Christ (1846)
Note: Thisarticleisby W.B. Johnson, the first president of the
Southern Baptist Convention. When he uses the term OChurch
of ChristOhe is not referring to the present day denomination
but rather any church that is Biblically-based and following
Jesus Christ.

THE RULERS OF A CHURCH OF CHRIST

Obey them tha have therule over you, and submit yourselves, for
they watch for your souls.

N Hebrews XII1; 17

In every well regulated sodety, rulers are necessary for the
management of its affairs. TheKingin Zion has, therefore, provided
such for his churches, whom he clothes with authority, and to whom
he requires tha obedience and respect berendered. On all these points
we have full ingructionin his holy word, and to those portionsof it
which contain thisingruction, | now invite your attention: "We
beseech you, brethren, to know them which labor amongyou, and are
over youin theLord, and adnonish you; and to esteem them very
highly in love for their work@ sake." 1 Thes. v:12, 13."Remember
them tha have therule over you, who have spoken unto you theword
of God; whose faith follow, condgdering the end of ther convesation;
Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, and to day, and forever. Obey them
tha have therule over you and submit yourselves; for they watch for
your souls, as they that mug give account, tha they may do it with joy
and notwith grief; for tha is unprofitable for you. Salute all them that
have therule over you." Heb. xiii: 7,17, 24.

These rulers are designaed by varioustitles, in connection with the
duties which they are to perform, as will be seen in the scriptures that
follow: Paul and Barnabas "ordaned them eldersin every church.”
The messengea's from Antioch were received of the church, and of the
apogles and elders, at Jerusalem. "From Miletus, Paul sent to
Ephesus and called the elders of the church. And when they were
come to him, he said to them, take heed to yourselves andto all the
flock over thewhich the Holy Ghog hah made you overseers, to feed



the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood”
Actsxiv: 23,and xv: 4, andxx: 17,18,28."Let theeldersthatrule
well be counied worthy of double horor, especialy they who laborin
theword and dodrine” 1 Tim. v: 17."For this cause left | theein
Crete, tha thoushoulds ordan eldersin every city, as| had
appointed theg; if any be blameless, the husand of onewife, having
faithful children, not accused of riot, or unruly. For a bishopmug be
blameless as the steward of God." Titusi: 5, 6, 7. "Theelders which
are amongyou, | exhort, who am also an elder. Feed theflock of God,
which is amongyou, taking the oversight thereof, not by condraint,
butwillingly; notfor filthy lucre, but of aready mind; neither as being
lords over God® heritage, but being ensanples to theflock" 1 Pet.v:
1,2, 3. Christ "gave some pastors.” Eph.iv: 11."Isany 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, and the prayer of
faith shdl save thesick." Jamesv: 14, 15.

In areview of these scriptures, we have these points clearly made
outN

1. Tha ove each church of Christ in the apodolic age, a plurality
of rulers was ordaned, who were designded by the terms elder,
bishop, overseer, pador, with authority in the govenment of
theflock.

2. That this authority involved no legislative power or right, but
tha it was ministerial and executive only, andtha, inits
exercise, therulers were notto lord it over God® heritage, but
as ensamples to lead the flock to the performance of duty.

3. That theduties of these rulers congsted in taking heed
genaally to themselves and to theflock over thewhich the
Holy Ghod had madethem overseers; to feed the members
with spiritud food;to watch for ther souls, and to supeavise the
whole body.

4. Tha for therightdischarge of these duties, there was a division
of labor amongthem. Whilst al were rulers, some, in addition
to the authority of office, labored in theword anddodrine, tha
is, preached thegod of Christ.

5. That great responsbility rested onthese rulers, for they
watched for the souls of ther flock, as they tha mug give
account and tha in order to ther successful discharge of so



important atrug, the members of the flock were required to
respect and obey them, and to afford them aliberal suppot.

6. That theserulers were all equd in rank and authority, no one
having a preeminence over therest. This satisfactorily appears
fromthefact, tha the same qudificationswere required in all,
so tha thoughsome labored in word and doctrine, and others
did not, the distinction between them was notin rank, butin the
character of thar service.

7. Tha these elders, padors, bishops overseers, were made so by
theHoly Ghog; that is, he gave them, in accordance with the
will of Christ, thar qudifications, by which they were
recognized and appointed to the solemn charge by ther
brethren.

8. Tha themembers of theflock were required to follow, imitate,
thefaith of ther rulers, in duecongderation of theend of ther
conveasation, Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, to-day, and
forever.

For the better undestanding of theterms elder, pador, bishop,
overseer, as having the same import in the abovescriptures, | observe,
tha theterms bishopand overseer, are translationsof theterm
episkoposin Greek. And asthisterm is rendeed in the passages from
Timothy and Titus by theword bishop, it would have been more
prope to have rendered it by the same word in Acts xx: 28, thus
"over thewhich theHoly Ghod hath made you bishops™" Now all
these terms are applied interchangeably to the office of ruler, as the
same qudificationsare required in all. The appropriateness of these
terms in designaing the office of therulers, appears fromthar
distinctive meaning. The Greek term for elder is presbuteros, which
signifies oneadvanced in years, whois suppo®d to have dignity and
experience. Episkoposis softened from the Saxon bichop, by dropping
thec, and readsbishopin our languaye, which imports over seer.
Pastor isthe Latin for shephad, aterm that denotes onewho has
charge of a flock, to the feeding and management of which heis
specially devoted. Of al these terms | shoud prefer overseer, if it
were notthat it has been applied to worldly avocationsin such
manne, asto lessen its dignity in its application to a spiritud ruler.
Bishop, perhgps is onthewhole to be preferred, asit is rather more a
term of office than theterm elder, and indudes what is meant by the
term overseer.



It isworthy of paticular attention, tha each church had a plurality of
elders, and that althoughthere was a difference in ther respective
department of service, there was a pefect equdity of rank among
them. Let usnow endeavor to ascertain therespective depatments of
service assigneal to the members of the bishopiic.

In the solemn address which the apodle madeto the Ephesians elders,
bishops he says, "take heed unto yourselves and to all theflock over
thewhich the Holy Ghog hah made you overseers, bishops to feed
the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood.
Therefore watch and remember, tha by the space of three years, |
ceased notto warn every oneof you nightand day with tears.” To the
Hebrews, hethuswrites, "remember them which have therule over
you, who hawe spoken to you theword of God." "Obey them that hawe
therule over you, and subnit yourselves: for they WATCH FOR
YOUR SOULS, as they tha mug give account™ Andtheaddressto
the same elders by Peter, isin pefect accordance with that of his
"bdoved brother Paul;" "Feed theflock of God, which is amongyou,
taking the oversight thereof, not by condraint, butwillingly; not for
filthy lucre, but of aready mind; neither as being lords over God®
heritage, butas beng ensamples to theflodk." "Let theeldersthatrule
well, be counied worthy of doublke hona, especially they who laborin
theword anddodrine” Theduties of theserulers are evidently
various Governing, notas lords, but as ensamples; feeding, which
implies speaking theword of the Lord, from the experience of its
power; watching for souls, warning and admonishing them; laboring
in word anddodrine, by preaching theword, bengingant in season,
out of season; taking heed unto themselves andto all theflock. These
seem to bethe prominent duties of the bishopiicN duties which render
necessary the qudificationstha are required in the epistles to
Timothy and Titus, al which are fully detailed in thefollowing
scriptures: "A bishopmud be blameless, the husand of onewife,
vigilant, sobe, of goodbehavior, given to hogitality, apt to teach; not
given to wine, no striker, not greedy of filthy lucre; but patient; nota
brawler; not covetous, onethat ruleth well his own house, having his
children in subjection with all gravity; (for if a man know nothow to
rule his own house, how shdl hetake care of the church of God? Not
anovice, lest bang lifted up with pride, hefall into the condennation
of thedevil. Moreover, hemud have agoad report of them tha are
without lest hefall into reproach, and the snare of thedevil." 1 Tim.



lii: 2Dr7. These qudificationsmog obvioudy fit their possessors for
thevariousand important duties of the bishopiic. The paticular
department of service which each shdl occupy, will be determined by
thetalent which he has for oneor the other line of duty. For example,
oneof thebishopsmay have a particular talent for presiding over the
body, for regulating its affairs by advice, admonition, rebuke Let such
an onebethe presiding bishop. Another may have a paticular
capecity for teaching theflock by expostion of scripture and
exhortation, and in visits to the members. Let this be his department.
A third may be endowed with thetalent for supaintending a Sabbah
school, directing the course of studies, gathering up children for the
school, and aluring them to thereading of the scriptures and religious
works. To this service, then, let him bedevoted. And a fourth may be
endowed with the gift of laboring in theword and dodrine, that is, of
preaching thegogd of Christ. This oneshould give himself wholly to
theministry of theword. | mean not by the aboveview, to determine
the number of bishopfor each church at four, but simply to exhibit
wha services the bishopsmight respectively rende to a church.

Theimportance and necessity of a bishopiic for each church,
embodying gifts for variousservices, is thus mos obviousfor the
accomplishment of oneof the great endsfor which Christ came into
theworld, and for which, when he ascended up on high, hereceived
giftsfor men. Thisendis stated at largein the following passage from
the epistle to the Ephesian church: "For the perfecting of the saints,
for thework of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ; till
we al comein theunity of thefaith, and of the knowledgeof the Son
of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the
fulness of Christ; that we henceforth be no more children, tossed to
and fro, and carried aboutwith every wind of dodrine, by the sleight
of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in wait to deceive;
but speaking thetruth in love, may grow up into himin all things
which is the Head, even Christ; from whom the whole bodyfitly
joined togeher, and compacted by tha which every joint supplieth,
according to the effectud working in the measure of every pat,
maketh increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love" Eph.
iv: 12B16. Thisisthenoble end for which "apogles, prophds,
evangdists, padors and teachers were given.”



A plurality in thebishopric is of great importance for mutud counsl
and aid, that the govenment and edification of the flock may be
promoted in the best manna. At stated meetingsof the bishopiic, the
members would report ther separate doings, and confer together upon
theteachingsof scripture, which they would bring forth to the church
for its congderation and adopion. Such a bodywould conditute the
prope coundl of advisers to the church collectively, andto the
members individudly. Interchangeably each would aid the other in his
department, and when necessary, would unite in any onedepartment.
Oh, what a blessing would such a bishopiic beto a church! But ah!
where are we to find men, who< gifts fit them for composng such a
bishopiic? Theanswer is given in the passage abovereferred to.
"When he ascendad up on high, heled captivity captive, and gave
gifts unto men,N some apostles, some prophéds, some evangdists,
some pastors and teaches." To the ascended Redeemer and Head of
the churches, mug we go for these gifts. For hewill be enquired of for
them. The churches mug desire them. They mug undestand this part
of ther divindy indituted order, and mug earnestly wrestle with ther
Lord for the gifts tha are necessary to carry it out

They mug bewilling to do another thing. Thisis to afford these gifts
aliberal suppot. Thedivinecommandis, "let theeldersthatrule
well, be counied worthy of double honor, especially they tha laborin
theword anddodrine For the scripture saith, thoushdt not muzzle
the ox tha treadeth outthe com. And thelaborer is worthy of his
hire." | Timothy v: 17, 18. The princple on which compensationis
here required to the elders, is obvioudy correct. It is payment for work
done for service rendered. For "who gogh awarfare at his own
charges? Who planteth a vineyard and eateth not of thefruit thereof?
Or who feedeth aflock, and eateth not of the milk there-of 7' The
principle of compensation for service rendeed, admits of graduaion
in theamount according to the extent and qudity of thelabor
performed. Theduties of those elders who do not"labor in the word
and dodring" might be attended to by some, withoutinterfering with
thar avocationsin life, or by othersin so small adegree, tha a
modeaate compensation would be sufficient for the service done
whilst alarger remuneration would be necessary for those, who do
"laborin theword and dodrine" since such should give themselves
wholly to thework, in a profoundstudy of the Bible, and in actud
preaching "thetruth asit isin Jesus"



Whilst aplurality of bishopsis required for each church, the number
Is notfixed, for the obviousreason, tha circumstances mus
necessarily determine what tha number shdl be In achurch where
more than onecannotbe obtained, tha onemay be appointed upon
theprincple, tha as soonas another can be procured there shdl bea
plurality. And when, from the povety and fewness of the members, it
may be impracticable for them to afford a suppot to theruler or rulers
they may have, let the members faithfully do wha they can, and let
therulersimitate the example of Paul, who "ministered with his hands
to his necessities, and to them tha were with him."

| have said above that of all theterms by which therulers of achurch
are designaed, | would prefer "overseer,” if it were nottha it has
been applied to worldly avocationsin such a manner, asto lessen its
dignity in its application to a spiritud ruler. Bishop, perhgps, isonthe
whole to be preferred, as it is rather more aterm of office than the
term elder, and indudes wha is meant by theterm overseer. Aswe
are familiar with theterm overseer, in this county, anditsimport is
embodied subgantially in the word bishop, | shdl now point out, in
some paticulars, the and ogy between the offices of the spiritud, and
thetemporal overseer. Thetemporal overseer has the charge of a body
of laborers. The spiritud overseer has the oversight of a church of
spiritud laborersin the cause of God. Thetemporal overseer govens
thelaborers, not by thelaws which he or they enact, but by those
which theemployer lays down. The spiritual overseer govansthe
church, not by the laws which he or the members pass, but by those,
which the chief She@head and Bishop establishes. Thetemporal
overseer receives the compensation for his services out of the produe
of the laborersOwork. The spiritud overseer receives his fromthe
same source. The office of thetemporal overseer is executive only, not
legidlative. Such is also the authority of office which the spiritud
overseer holds The complete codeof laws for the church is contained
in the Bible, and nather the church northe overseer has any authority
to abrogae, alter, or add to any part of this code Should the church
and her overseers so disagree in thar undestanding of this code that
they cannotcontinuetogeher profitably, let them separate in love

For the spiritud as for thetemporal overseer, a suppot is required;
and uponthe obviousprindple of mutual obligation. "Do ye not
know," says Paul, " tha they which minister aboutholy things live of



thethingsof thetemple and they which wait at the dltar, are partakers
with the altar? Even so hath the Lord ordained, tha they which preach
thegogd should live of thegogd” | Cor. ix: 13,14."Let himthat is
taughtin theword, communicate unto him tha teacheth, in all good
things" Gal. vi: 6. And what can be more reasoneble? As citizenswe
cheerfully pay our taxes for the suppot of govenment, that its
officers may give themselves to the making and the maintenance of
thelaws; and thus unde God, secure the prosperity of theland. And
why not give our money to suppot therulers of the churches, which
ther great Head has appointed, not for the making, but the
maintenance of the laws of his kingdom and the advancement of the
prosperity of his people? We will give to overseers of ourtemporal
propety, full compensation for managing our temporal busness; and
why should not the churches exercise equd jugice in compensating
thar spiritud overseers, to whos management the Holy Ghod has
committed them and thar affairs? We will spend largesumsin
splendid habitations furniture, equipage, cosly entertainments for
carnd pleasure, all in conformity to this world; why not spend equd
sums in conformity to the will of God, by sugaining the ministry of
theword, thefull bishopiic of the churches, and thuslay up for
ourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rugt doth
corrupt, and where thieves do not break through,nor steal.

That we should not think, in thuscomplying with our duty, we have
donea meritorious deed, the apodle asks, "if we have sown unto you
spiritual things isit agreat thing if we shdl reap your carnal things?”
Does a man deserve any credit, who pays another ajud price for the
labor which tha other has donefor him? Christians are taughtto say,
when they have doneall these thingswhich are commanded them,
"we are unpiofitable servants; we have donetha which was our duty
to do." Oh! may the churches wake up to the importance of the
bishopric, and the duty of its suppot.



