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Commission History

The discussion of a church governance transition for Bridge City has emerged from a combination of factors. As the 
congregation met in recent Bridge-Builders sessions, church leadership roles and responsibilities were evaluated and 
discussed. The Bridge Builder discussion of church governance happened independently from, but alongside, similar 
discussions of church governance among the Board of Trustees, with material introduced by Marc Schelske at Board of Trustee 
meetings.

The questions at hand:  Was our leadership or governance structure contributing in any way to a sense of inefficiency and lack 
of engagement that we’ve been battling?  Was our leadership as effective as they could be?  Was our leadership in alignment 
with Biblical principles for the guidance of a church?  Could anything be learned from this study that would help us be more 
effective at pursuing our mission, and calling people to a higher level of involvement?

This convergence of ideas around church governance seemed prompted by God; After prayerful consideration, the Board at 
the end of the year asked the congregation to postpone Trustee elections while the issue of church governance was explored 
more fully. The Board commissioned a Transition Team to study what the Bible teaches regarding New Testament church 
governance, and make recommendations back to the Board of suggested changes reflecting the structure of the New 
Testament church and its leadership. This team was led by Byron Kehler, and included Kevin Carr, Jeanne Howard-Snodgrass, 
Kim Puckett, Bob Barnes, Dan Myers and Marc Schelske.  The following document is the result of that six member team's study, 
conclusions, and recommendations. 

Proposal

The governance transition study team is offering the following proposal:

Based on our study of scripture, our subsequent understanding of the New Testament model of Eldership rule, and our 
hope of seeing our church be a more engaged, responsive, and spiritually mature community, we recommend that 
Bridge City transition to a governance structure led by a plurality of Elders as quickly as can be done with wise 
pastoral care of the church.

What follows is a point by point explanation of the key elements of this proposal.

Governance Structure:

๏ Bridge City is congregational in polity.  After consideration of  a variety of church government forms it was the 
consensus of the team that Bridge City has operated historically with a congregational form of government.  We have 
no external authority to lead us other than our understanding of scripture and our own sense of God's guidance.  This 
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also means that the final authority and ownership of the church rests with the members of the church, not with a 

pastor, a certain group of leaders, or any outside denominational authority.  It also seems to us that this is the mode of 
church leadership shown most clearly in the New Testament.  

๏ Final authority rests with the congregation.  While we propose that the Elder team leads the church, the 
structure of decision-making is such that members have a voice in significant decisions, as well as in selecting and 
affirming the leadership of the Elders.  Pure congregationalism, where every decision is made by congregational vote 
is unwieldy and not, in our view, Biblical.  In a large body there will be a variety of roles, and some of those roles will 
involve more influence or authority than others.  The Bible also calls out certain leaders as holding more authority or 
responsibility in a local congregation.  This is necessary for order and effectiveness.  But the structure and bylaws that 
support it would make it clear that these leaders are fully accountable to the membership.  

๏ The accountability of Elders and other leader to the larger church body would be manifest in:

• Appropriately transparent communication.

• A clear means of appeal.

• A visible channel for feedback from members. 

• Clarity about what class of decisions require full membership voting, including but not limited to issues 
that effect the direction of the church or the entire membership including large expenditures, bylaw 
changes, issues of congregational discipline as appropriate, certain hires, and the process of affirming 
Elders.  

• Some mechanism for the membership to affirm individual Elders as they come into the position, and for 
the membership to affirm the direction of the Eldership annually.  as a whole in some kind of recurring or 

ongoing way.

Eldership

๏ Elders.  The New Testament uses two words, Overseer (episkopos) and Elder (presbuteros) in regard to these central 
leaders in the church.  The words seem to be used interchangeably.  We believe the Bible teaches that the primary 
responsibility of all Elders is the spiritual overseeing of the congregation.  Elders are not merely a board of advisors.  
Biblically Elders are leaders in the church charged with the responsibility to lead, shepherd, teach, and equip while 
offering a Godly example to the church.  Within the confines of the accountability detailed above the Elders have the 
authority in all decision-making regarding the church.

๏ Plurality of Elders.  In our study of the New Testament it seemed normative that local churches were led by a group 
of Elders, rather than by a single Elder. The only case where Paul addresses an individual Elder is in personal letters to 
that person. In all other cases Paul addresses "the Elders" of a local church. This plurality reflects the nature of God, the 
essence of community, and is an outgrowth of the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers. We believe that the 
New Testament teaches that a group of Elders is the recommended form of church leadership.   This is in contrast to 
the common and expected model where a single person is the highest authority in the church.  

  A Plurality of Elders allows for:

• A distribution of responsibility, 
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• The activation of a wider selection of spiritual gifts, 

• A broader relational reach, 

• Ongoing availability of wise counsel, and 

• Mutual support and accountability for those entrusted with ministry leadership and pastoral care.  

๏ How many Elders should a congregation have? The Bible gives no specific answer, beyond “more than one.” 
However the role the Elders play and function they perform suggests that an adequate number is needed to care for 
the needs of the community, proportionate to its size. 

Three different models were discussed; a fixed number, a ratio proportionate to congregational size, and an open 
system based primarily on available qualified people. We felt that to function as the leaders of the church and reflect 

plurality as suggested in the New Testament, that a critical minimum would be three (3), but that our recommended 
starting point, should people be found willing to serve, would be five (5).  Because direct shepherding care is a 
responsibility of the Elders, we felt that the number needed would be based on a reasonable span-of-care for an 
individual.  If each Elder were responsible to shepherd 12-15 adults and their associated children, five Elders would 
provide full coverage for our current active membership.  More would create care space to accommodate growth.  

As the church grows, the number of Elders would grow commensurately.  Although we recommend that the Elder 
Team would need to evaluate how to make this ratio scale as the church grows, to continue to provide shepherding 
care without letting the Eldership team become unmanageably large.  Having suggested these numbers, we believe 
that quality must be considered above quantity, to maintain integrity within the Eldership. Who the Elders are is more 
important than how many Elders there are.

Authority: the Elders and the Congregation

๏ Source of Authority.  The New Testament recognizes the office of Elder as an authoritative office in the leading the 
New Testament Church. The Elders oversee, admonish, and instruct. The authority of the Eldership come from God's 
calling as evidenced in each Elder’s life, the Word of God in establishing the office of Elder, and the congregation who 
affirmation the Elder’s selection and choose whether or not to follow the leadership of the Elders.

๏ Authority shared with Congregation.  As we studied, it is clear however that while the Elders hold authority, this 
power is shared with the congregation. Some decisions are to be made with or even deferred to the congregation. 
Practically, we believe that issues with wide-ranging impact on the entire church body such as hiring, some budget 
issues, significant church directions or decisions, and church polity changes are best made with the congregation.  

The Eldership should always be aware when considering issues whether or not a particular issue would best be made 
as a congregational decision. In all other decisions, The Eldership should operate with transparency, with the 
exception of confidentiality around personal issues of membership and discipline. To build trust and credibility, we 
believe that the Eldership should err on the side of more congregational involvement rather that less.   In this new 
Eldership model we discussed the need for better ways by which the Eldership could communicate more effectively 
with the congregation, such as regular family meetings. The Eldership has general authority in decision-making as 
appointed by the congregation and in the end, is fully accountable to the congregation. 
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Authority & Decision Making: Among the Elders

๏ Co-Equal Leadership. Once again, the Bible does not suggest a internal structure for the Elder team. The 
recommendation of this team is that the Eldership be sensitive to the Spirit's leading and the gifts of the Elder 
members as a guide to the roles each play within the leadership team.   The Elder team would select their own team 
leader or facilitator based on skills and spiritual gifts.  There would be no traditional head Elder with veto authority, 
and the Elder responsible for teaching would not automatically be the leader of the group.    A specific Elder might 
have higher responsibility and influence in a particular area based on a role, but they would remain accountable to 
the full Elder team. This is preferred over establishing a "chairman", rotation of responsibilities, or even a "first among 

equals" approach.   

๏ Consensus rather than Voting. The Bible again is silent on how decisions are made by the Eldership, but some 
passages do suggest that leaders worked toward a spirit-led consensus. Roberts Rules of Order are designed to create 
efficiency in a business meeting, but also creates majorities and minorities, winners and losers. We recommend that 
the Elder team would function on spirit-led consensus instead.  In this model decisions would be prayed over with all 
the data being evaluated.  Each Elder would contribute their perspective and the input of appropriate members and 
experts would be consulted.   As the issue is discussed, the goal would be to move toward a decision that every Elder 
can support, where "all hearts are clear" on the subject. When the time to make a decision approaches, each Elder has 
the options of 

1. Supporting the decision, 

2. Not supporting but being willing to defer to the rest of the team, because they see the decision as not 
undermining the culture or mission of the church, or Biblical wisdom, or 

3. Stopping the decision entirely because it seems to violate the culture or mission of the church, or Biblical 
wisdom.

Within the Elder Team wide ranging discussion and disagreement would be appropriate as the team works toward 
the best solution to any issue.  Once a decision is made within the Elder team, regardless of an Elder’s personal 
position, all Elders would support the decision fully and speak with a unified voice.

The Responsibilities of Elders

The New Testament designates the following responsibilities within the church for the Elders:

๏ Elders are Leaders.  The Elder team provide direction for the church, making necessary decisions so that the church 
can function in order. (1 Tim. 3:5) The authority of the Elders comes from God through personal calling (they have a 
desire to serve and lead), from the congregation (they are acknowledged as mature leaders), and from the Word of 
God (which establishes the role as needful for the church.)  This responsibility includes direct ministry leadership in a 
specific area, as well as participating in the general oversight of the church.

๏ Elders are Shepherds. The Bible describes this function as "keeping watch over souls." (Heb 13:17)  They are "under-
shepherds" who lead others to the Great Shepherd.  They provide what is often thought of as pastoral care.  This 
responsibility includes calling on members, knowing them, assisting in caring for their needs, meeting with visitors to 
discuss the church, being engaged in the lives of the congregation, being available in time of emergency, and taking 
responsibility for encouraging the spiritual growth of those in their care.  These roles are traditionally considered the 

responsibility of the “pastor,” but it is our opinion that the New Testament shares this important and heavy 
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responsibility among among a group of Elders, rather than on the shoulders of a single pastor or even a paid church 

staff.

๏ Elders are Teachers.  One of the primary distinctions of Elders is that they teach. They are responsible to see that the 
church is taught the Word of God, with sound doctrine.  They are responsible for protecting the church from false 
doctrine, and correcting those who contradict sound doctrine. (Titus 1:9)  We believe this means that Elders would be 
engaged regularly in teaching both formally and informally, through classes, preaching during worship, discipleship, 
home groups, Bible studies, one-on-one mentoring, and various meetings. We do not think this requires that every 
Every elder preach, although the preaching might well be shared among the elders gifted in that area.  Elders would 
however need to be well-grounded in the Bible, in order to be the guardians of the doctrine and direction of the 
church.

๏ Elders are Equippers.  Elders are looking also to the future. They are responsible to equip the saints for the work of 
ministry, (Eph 4:11) and to help the body to mature in the image of Christ through their example, encouragement, 
teaching, and training. (Eph 4:12) We believe this means that Elders would be encouraging and helping prepare 
others to enter into deeper commitment to the body and even promoting the next generation of leaders in the 
church.

๏ Elders are Examples.  They lead by example and are well-thought of by outsiders. (1 Tim 3:7) We believe this means 
that Elders ought to command the respect of those they minister to and serve. They ought to have demonstrated a 
spiritual attention and maturity that naturally invites people to look to them for guidance, direction, wisdom, insight, 
and comfort. Elders are to represent what we all should be striving for, deeper spiritual walks. They are to call us on to 
our best selves and our formation in the image of Christ.

The Support of Deacons

In the New Testament it seems to us that Elders are supported in their ministry by a second office of Deacons.  These are 
hands-on ministry leaders, where qualified people are needed to serve. 

Our study leads us to the conclusion that the Deacon is the only other standing office in the church structure of the New 
Testament.  Deacons (from the Greek word diakonate, meaning servant) appear in Acts 6, and a handful of references in the 
epistles. Qualifications are the same as Elders without the requirement to teach.  The deacon requirements in 1st Tim. 3 adds 
the idea that the spouse of leaders has an impact on a leader's effectiveness, and consequentially have some standards to 
meet as well. This should be taken into account in the selection and affirmation process of Eldership and Deacons.

Deacons are ministry leaders, practical doers, and support "staff" for the Eldership and church which are required to meet 
qualifications as well.  Their leadership is over a specific ministry area or task, and is not directional for the whole church.  We 
recommend that the new Elder Team study the issue of deacons and determine how they will function in our church.

The Qualifications of Elders

The Bible presents quite a comprehensive list of qualifications for Elders.  This focus leads us to the conclusion that the quality 
of the individuals who serve is by far the most important aspect of this mode of governance.  This is far more important than 
meeting some quota of representative government.  

The Bible is clear that Elders meet certain qualifications and are tested for that purpose.  These people must be chosen and 
examined carefully, thoughtfully, and prayerfully. The New Testament clearly outlines various qualifications for those serving 
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the congregation in the role. The Elders have a responsibility to examine themselves, as the congregation also has a 

responsibility to examine them. People don't become Elders in the hope that this will encourage these qualities in them. The 
question posed is: "Who is doing these things among us already?" 

The qualifications are outlined in two primary -passages, 1st Timothy and Titus. After studying the qualifications for Elders in 
these two places, we recommend that any candidate for Eldership be evaluated by  the following qualifications. We have 
divided the qualifications into four general categories for ease of examination. 

1. Situational Qualifications

๏ Desire to serve:  (1 Tim 3:1)  Elders must have a willingness to serve. Recognizing the seriousness of this role, they 
must voluntarily be willing to accept the weight of this responsibility. This desire must also be shared by the 
congregation, as affirmed through some formal and public process. This suggests that potential Elders and 

congregation members be well aware of the qualifications, understanding the qualifications, the Elders role, and job 
description of the office. 

๏ Able to teach:  (1 Tim. 3:2, Titus 1:9) The primary distinction between Elders and Deacons is the Elders must be able 
and willing to teach. Elders must have the ability to communicate the gospel to members and those interested in the 
church, and defend the faith from heresy. They must have a capacity to communicate Biblical concepts to people 
practically in various contexts.  This implies a good understanding of the Bible, enough to recognize unhealthy or 
destructive doctrine, and a deep understanding of the Biblical story.  Although the primary pulpit teachers would be 
Elders, this does not require that all Elders be preachers, but that all Elders are capable of providing teaching in some 
context whether large group, small group, or one-on-one. 

๏ Not a recent convert, is mature: (1 Tim. 3:6)  An Elder must not be a recent convert or member of the church. The 

spirit of this qualification seems to be aimed at protecting both the Elder and the congregation that they serve. This is 
meant to rule out spiritual immaturity or naivety, as well as leaders who are out of sync with the culture and direction 
of the church. Recent converts might be prone to desire the office for pride, power or recognition bringing harm to 
themselves and others. 

From the congregational standpoint, Elders are to be well grounded in scripture, wise, and tempered by life. This 
suggests those that have been followers of Jesus long enough to not be discouraged by people's mistakes, not likely 
to avoid difficult decisions, or unsettled by dealing with people and the challenges of leadership. The guideline also 
suggests that the candidate would have been a member of  the church long enough to integrate into the culture 
and have demonstrated servanthood, leadership, and character already. 

Although the Bible does not speak directly to the practical application of this, we are recommending that an Elder 

have been a Christian for 5 years or more, and a full member of Bridge City for a minimum of 3 years, with an 
emphasis on observed maturity and integration into the culture of Bridge City. These timeframes are suggestions.  
The key issue is whether the candidate is spiritually mature, and whether the congregation will respect their 
leadership.

๏ Age: Finally, the very word Elder, and its use within New Testament times, suggests an age which implies respect 
within the community. Again, this principle is less defined Biblically, but the conclusion of the team was that the Elder 
must have some level of spiritually maturity that comes with experience so that the congregation will more likely 
respect their judgment and direction. We discussed that age is a proxy for facts related to maturity and life-
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experience. Understanding that maturity is not always measured chronologically, and that there could be exceptions 

made, the general feeling of the team was that a minimum age guideline would be 30 years of age. 

2. Family Qualifications

๏ Is faithful in relationships:  (1 Tim. 3:2, Titus 1:6)  The Biblical language here is “the husband of one wife.”  The Greek 
translated in this verse is literally a "a one-woman man.”  This seems to highlight that the Elder should be able to stay 
focused within their relationship, practicing healthy and appropriate boundaries, and that, if they are married, the 
burdens of Eldership aren’t a risk to their marriage. We don't believe this passage means that all Elders must be 
married (Paul wasn't, nor was Timothy), or that someone who has been divorced can never be an Elder. The emphasis 
seems to be that the Elder has demonstrated to be the kind of person who is able to maintain faithfulness and 
commitment within a healthy and stable relationships. We do not believe this also suggest that Elders must have 

children.

๏ Manages their own Household Well: (1 Tim. 3:4-5; Titus 1:6) Since the Elder will be helping to manage the 
household of God, Paul asks us to examine how they rule their own household. If they have children, what is their 
relationship like with them? Family relationships can be a indicator of character, priorities, emotional, relational, and 
spiritual maturity. We do not believe that this requires an Elder's children be believers, or be involved in the church, 
since children often make decisions that do not reflect on a parent’s role in their lives, but instead that their children 
respect who their parent is.  Instead, we suggest that one of the measurements of integrity is that Elders who have 
children are respected by their children.

3. Character Qualifications

Paul's longest list of qualifications fall in the category of personal character and integrity. This long list is quite possibly the 

most intimidating.   Who among us can qualify by such a standard?  The truth is that these are qualities that all followers of 
Jesus are called to grow in and embody.  It seems to us that Paul is emphasizing that those who lead should be examples 
of these qualities within the community.  

Many of the following qualities seemed to overlap at times, with the emphasis on overall character, particularly as it 
related to dealing with people. These are character qualities that would lead an Elder to exercise balanced judgment. They 
can make cool-headed, calm decisions. They would reflect both mental and emotional stability.   These are people that 
deal with others gently, with sensitivity and care. They are reliable, have good follow through, are fair in their dealings with 
others, and are able to speak for those who may be marginalized or go unheard.

๏ Blameless, Above Reproach:  (Titus 1:6) Blameless, as demanding and unrealistic as it initially sounds, is best 
translated as "free from obvious blemishes of character or conduct". Elders should have no glaring weaknesses that 

would compromise their leadership or the  integrity and ministry of the church. This person should be the kind of 
person who is respected and admired by those they are serving.  We believe this quality has less to do with 
perfection, and more to do with direction. Is this person honest about their struggles, challenges, are they committed 
to growing? Paul himself had a thorn in the flesh, but ministered on regardless. So Elders should be free from hidden 
blemishes and living in a way that is congruent with the redemptive message. They provide an example that others 
can aspire to.

๏ Sober-minded.   (1 Tim. 3:2 Titus 1:7) An Elder is self-controlled, having a balanced judgement, and able to rationally 
make cool-headed decisions.  It suggests mental and emotional stability.  They are not addicted or operate with 
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compromised judgement due to some unhealthy attachment.  Sober-minded is not a reference to alcohol 

consumption, but rather temperament.

๏ Self-controlled.  (Titus 1:8, 1 Tim. 3:2) An Elder is prudent, sound-minded, and discreet.  They are attentive to not 
"rule over" the church, being imposing, but are clear-minded about appropriate roles and boundaries.   They 
demonstrate personal discipline in their lives.  They are free from addictive behaviors, being balanced in thinking and 
conduct. It also suggests being able to establish and maintain personal and relational boundaries and roles.

๏ Gentle. (1 Tim. 3:3) Given the delicate situations that are dealt with in people's lives, Elders must be kind, gracious, 
forbearing, restorative, and patient with others.

๏  Lover of Good.  (Titus 1:8) Elders are to be committed to doing what is right and good. This should be a guiding 
principle in their decision making.

๏  Upright or Righteous  (Titus 1:8) Elders have a responsibility to be fair and concerned with justice.  The Greek word 
translated as “Righteous” is  Dikaiosune which refers to God’s redemptive justice.  Elders must be able to speak for the 
voices of people who are often not heard, and possess a heart to include, uplift, and do on behalf of the marginalized.

๏  Holy.  (Titus 1:8)  The Elder must be someone who is invested in spiritual things, the pursuit of Jesus is central or core 
to them.  They have demonstrated spiritual devotion and commitment.

๏ Not a drunkard. (1 Tim. 3:3, Titus 1:7).  A drunkard lacks self-control. Their decisions are compromised by addiction to 
alcohol or some other substance.  A person who relies on a substance for coping, or has an addiction to the point 
where it actually shapes their choices and decisions, is disqualified from leadership.  This does not rule out a treated 
addiction or someone sober in ongoing recovery with some clear track-record ( 3- 5 years) of sobriety.  

๏ Not Violent, Quarrelsome, or quick tempered. (1 Tim. 3:3, Titus 1:7) Elders face many difficult relational issues in 

their shepherding. For this reason, Elders must be able to keep themselves in check.  An Elder must be able to deal 
with tensions and not add to them. (2 Tim 2:24-25)  They are able to deal with conflict with gentleness, even 
(especially) when they are in the right.  (Titus 3:2) They don't speak poorly of others, they don't share out of 
confidence keeping confidentiality with good boundaries.  Good boundaries require that this isn’t about a need to 
keep the peace no matter what. An Elder must be able to face difficult situations and conflict in order to deal 
patiently with difficult or emotionally charged situations that arise in the life of a church.

๏ Respectable. (1 Tim. 3:2)  Elders are respectable, not because of their office, but because of the character they have 
demonstrated in community.  These are people who have earned respect already in the community, due to their 
involvement, leadership, and character. They are listened to and their word carries influence.

๏ Hospitable. (1 Tim. 3:2, Titus 1:8)  If an Elder is to get to know people and invest in their lives, they must take time to 

build relationships in the church.  Their primary influence and authority will be relational, so they must be willing and 
able to get to know people and engage them relationally. This quality is about relationship openness, giving, 
receptivity and generosity, where their home and life must be open to others. 

๏ Not a lover of Money.  (1 Tim 3:3, Titus 1:7) Elders can easily compromise their influence by greed, fixating on 
personal security, or an agenda of personal gain.  This qualification does not exclude people who are wealthy or are 
business people, but those whose decisions are compromised by pursuit of security or money. 
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๏ Not Arrogant. (Titus 1:7) Eldership is a team endeavor.  The Elder leads within a team, and is accountable to the 

congregation.  This requires that an individual Elder doesn't have to have their own way, they are open to 
collaboration and compromise, and willing to submit themselves to the will of the team.  They are not seeking to 
overpower congregation members, or gather authority for themselves.

๏ Well-thought-of by Outsiders:  (1 Tim. 3:7)  An Elder is well thought of in their community outside of the church, 
particularly in their field of business or relationships.  This is a fundamental check on character.  Their integrity is well 
known, even among people not predisposed to like them, and they are respected by those who know them.   In their 
workplace, neighborhood, school connections and other associations, the Elders conduct themselves in such a way 
that the public respects them.

 4. Gender Qualifications

It is a common interpretation that the New Testament assumes that Elders will be men, even instructing that this is a 
requirement.  However, careful study of the context of these passages shows that the matter is more complex.  We believe 
that, when the Bible is interpreted comprehensively and in context, it teaches the full equality of men and women in 
status, giftedness, and opportunity for ministry.

There were clearly women Deacons (Phoebe, Rom. 16:1), and there is reasonable evidence that there were women elders 
in the early church as well.  For example, In 1st Tim 5:2 the phrase often translated as “the older women” or “the widows” is 
actually presbuteras, which is the female form of the word translated as Elder elsewhere.  Additionally, it was at the Council 
of Laodicea in 344 AD that women were expressly forbidden to be elders.  You don’t forbid something that isn’t 
happening.  It is of note that this council also formalized the priestly role by disallowing lay people from serving 
communion and delineating other tasks that only male priests could do.

The Bible teaches that men and women were created by God and equally bear His image (Gen. 1:27). God’s intention was 
for them to share oneness and community (Gen. 2:23-24). This intention was shattered by the Fall. The struggle for power 
and the desire to “rule over” another is the result of human sin. Genesis 3:16 is a prediction of the effects of the Fall rather 
than a prescription of God’s ideal order.

However, God has acted in Christ to redeem the human race, and to offer to all people the opportunity to be part of the 
New Community, His church. It is God’s intention for His children to experience the oneness that exists between the 
Father and the Son (John 17:11, 20-23). This means that old divisions and hierarchies between genders and races are not 
to be tolerated in the church, where all are “one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28).  The Holy Spirit gives gifts to all members of the 
church without any preferential treatment based on gender (Acts 2:1-21, I Cor 12:7,11). Every believer is to offer her or his 
gifts for the benefit of the Body of Christ (Rom 12:4-8, I Peter 4:10-11). To prevent believers from exercising their spiritual 

gifts is to quench the work of the Spirit.

In Christ we are all equal, and God has the sovereignty to be able to call any person into leadership, regardless of their 
gender.  Additionally, Bridge City has a strong tradition of beneficial and capable leadership from women, whom God has 
clearly worked through.   It is our recommendation that an invitation to Eldership be based on character, maturity and 
spiritual depth, and not be limited in any fashion by gender.
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Selection of Elders

We recommend that Elder candidates would become Elders based on their personal readiness and the needs of the church.  
We recommend that the Elder Team would nominate Elder candidates and that the congregation would affirm their 
appointment.  Because this would happen based on the needs of the church and the readiness and availability of candidates, 
there would be no ongoing election cycle.

๏ An Initial Process.  The process we are proposing for the ongoing selection of Elders is a relational process that 
won't work quickly.  That means that our initial Elder Team will need to be selected in another way. See the Transition 
Timeline for how we recommend this process to play out.  An initial Elder Selection Team will be chosen that will 

represent the broader church, including members from the current Board of Trustees, our pastoral staff, the 
Governance Transition study team, as well as 2-3 members of the church who are not a part of these leadership 
groups.

๏ Term Limits. We evaluated the benefits of term limits in contrast with  indefinite terms for Elders. Although there are 
benefits and dangers with both options, our belief was that indefinite Eldership was clearly preferred for three main 
reasons:

• Because the primary responsibility of the Elder is shepherding, term limits would compromise pastoral care.  
A church member who has developed a relationship with a specific Elder shouldn’t be asked to build a new 
shepherding relationship every 2 or 3 years just because the election cycle says so.

• Because the Elder team are all co-equal in authority, term limits would create unnecessary hierarchy 
between paid and unpaid Elders. It’s not likely that paid staff who are also elders would be “term-limited” out of 
their jobs on a regular basis.  This would create a situation where the paid elders would be long-term, while the 
volunteer elders would cycle in and out of office, resulting in a perception that the paid elders are the “real 
elders” of the church.

• Term limits break the continuity of trust in leadership.  Church growth and change is a slow and long-
term endeavor.  Cycling these central leaders in and out of their role on an election cycle undermines their 
ability to lead over the long haul.  

๏ Ongoing Process.  Once the initial team of Elders is selected, there would be no further Elder Selection Team.  In the 
future, Elders would only only be added when a candidate is ready, and when the church needs it.  The process 
would include: Identification, Mentoring, Examination and Affirmation

• Identification.  Because Elders will be deeply involved in pastoral care of the church, they will be the ones 
most suited to know the character and maturity of members of the church.  For this reason, the Elder Team is 
responsible for inviting people to prepare for Eldership, and when they are prepared to present them to the 
church.  

• Mentoring.  The new Elder team will develop a process for mentoring Elder candidates including learning the 
governance processes of the church, as well as potentially specific areas of growth and mile markers.

• Examination.  When a candidate is prepared, an Examination Team will meet with the candidate to determine 
their readiness for this role.  They will examine the candidate on the basis of their performance during their 
mentorship and their qualifications.

• Affirmation. An Elder candidate who has been successfully examined will be presented to the church 
membership for affirmation.
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Other Logistical Recommendations

The following are a number of other specific recommendations the team is making regarding how the Eldership will function.

๏  Shepherding Relationships:  The Bible does not address how membership is to be practically divided for 
shepherding effectiveness. All Elders are responsible for shepherding, although the distribution of the load may vary 
based on skills, gifts, needs of the church, and other roles carried by individual Elders.  

Taking this into account, each Elder would have a "shepherding group." If shepherding is a primary responsibility, then 
the size of this groups needs to be such that caring for them is a sustainable proposition for the Elder.  We proposes 
that one Elder be responsible for no more than 12-15 adult members and their families.  As we think about future 

growth, it is expected that the Elder team would grow in response as well. This is an issue that the future Eldership 
team may have to address, in an effort to balance meeting the shepherding needs of the congregation and at the 
same time structuring an Eldership that is an effective size for decision-making. 

After much discussion, we recommend that the shepherding relationships be assigned, rather than picked by the 
members themselves.  This resolves many issues about avoiding personal growth, people being singled out for one 
reason or another, picking your friends, favoritism, avoiding working with the "extra grace required" people, etc.  It 
also offers the greatest assurance that people don't fall through the cracks. 

This will be a complex and sensitive issue, as the Elders seek to meet the needs of the whole church.  However, it will 
be only seem unnatural and complicated in the initial launch of this ministry.  New church members who come in 
the future will be assigned to an Elder with an eye toward very organic factors including things like: geographical 

proximity, relational connections, personality, and the current care-loads of the Elders.

๏ Sorting out Elders, the Current Board, Paid Staff and our Pastors:  In this new system there will continue to be 
both people who volunteer in ministry, as well as people who are paid to do ministry.  This will happen in all levels of 
the church.  The church will likely continue to have both employees who carry supporting and administrative duties, 
as well as central ministry leaders who are paid.  But this model changes significantly how we relate to the leaders we 
have had in the past called “Pastors.”

In our current governance we have two bodies with leadership authority.  We have a Board of Trustees with certain 
authority and responsibilities.  We also have a Pastoral Staff led by a Senior Pastor with certain authority and 
responsibilities.  The Elder Team that we are recommending replaces both of these bodies with one central governing 
body. 

Some of the elders will be volunteer, and some may be paid.  But in terms of authority, this model makes no 
distinction between Elders who are paid staff of the church and those who volunteer in ministry. Each holds equal 
power, involvement, commitment, and investment. Each is recognized by the congregation as a leader of equal 
standing. 

In this system we would no longer have paid staff positions called “Pastors,” who are responsible for the duties of 
“pastoring.”  All of the Elders would be responsible for “pastoring,” (By “pastoring” we mean, providing shepherding 
care.)  Note that this doesn’t mean that we would no longer have paid employees of the church.  In fact, we expect 
that certain of the Elders would be paid for specific ministry roles.  Their compensation would be based on the time, 
experience, and education needed for that specific ministry role.  These roles would be determined by the Elder team 
with the affirmation of the members. 
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To summarize: The Elder team leads the church.  Some Elders may be paid based on need, role, responsibility, etc.  But 

they are not being paid for being Elders.  They are being paid for a specific role or function.  For example, one of the 
Elders may be given the role of "primary teaching Elder," with the responsibility to preach during worship gatherings.  
Because of the time requirements for this task, as well as the experience and education required, the Elders may 
choose to make this a paid role.  A "primary teaching Elder" would not have preeminent authority among the Elders, 
although they may have a high level of responsibility and influence in their area or role.  Other ministry areas may also 
require paid leadership, as determined by the Elder team, especially as the church grows.

There would be no formal distinction then between the paid and unpaid Elders.  All Elders, paid or not, would be 
selected through the same process, affirmed by the church in the same manner, and dealt with in the same way.

๏ Regarding the use of the word "Pastor."   This word is used referring to a role only in one place in the New 

Testament.  It is found in Ephesians 4:11-12, where a number of leadership roles are listed.  These roles are given by 
Christ personally and exist for the purpose of building up and equipping the church.  The list includes apostles, 
prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers.  The Greek is unclear as to whether the final two represent two distinct 
roles (a pastor, and a teacher) or whether the word "pastor" is a modifier explaining the function of the teacher (a 
pastor-teacher, or a teacher who also cares for the flock).  Credible scholars go both ways.  

It's our sense that since Elders clearly have a responsibility to pastor in other passages, and the title "pastor" is not 
used elsewhere in the New Testament, that the second possibility is more likely. We believe that the word pastor may 
be less helpful in describing leaders, since in our culture it typically refers to a paid staff member instead of describing 
a function of Eldership. We recommend that the word Elder may be more helpful, descriptive, and Biblical to refer to 
church leadership in this new model, regardless of the Elder's function as a paid staff member or volunteer. 

While members, and particularly visitors and new attendees will continue to use the word “pastor,” because of their 
familiarity with it, we recommend discontinuing the use of the word "Pastor" within the church to officially refer to job 
title or position.  It's our view that the word "pastor" is used in the New Testament to refer to a specific responsibility, 
shepherding, which is a responsibility of all the Elders.  In essence, all Elders pastor.  This will require teaching and 
careful leadership to shift the congregation's expectations and understanding around this word.

๏ Ordination.  It is Bridge City’s long-held position that God alone ordains people to ministry.  The organization of the 
church can neither ordain nor remove ordination.  The church, can, however, choose to acknowledge ordination 
when in community it sees evidence of God’s calling in the life of a specific leader.  Additionally the church has the 
freedom to confirm whether or not the individual is being entrusted with the responsibility to serve and lead within 
this particular congregation.  In the case of Elders, this sense of calling would be discovered in the ongoing relational 

process of selecting and mentoring Elder candidates, and would be affirmed through the selection process, 
culminating in a formal laying on of hands by the church when the new Elder is appointed to their role.

๏ Accusations Against an Elder.  As with any conflict in the church, the first step is to follow Matthew 18.  If direct 
conversation doesn't resolve the matter, then another Elder would accompany the complainant to talk with the Elder 
in question.  If this doesn't resolve the matter, the Elder Team would work together resolve it.  Additionally, we 
recommend that there should be caution and training around accusations that involve sexual assault, harassment, 
endangering children, trauma or other legally sensitive and damaging areas, so that these matters can be handled in 
ways that protect the victim and the church.

๏ Removal of Elders.  When the matter of an accusation would violate the essential qualifications or credibility of the 
Elder, the Elder team will be responsible for conducting an investigation and acting on their findings.  Because 
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Eldership is indefinite, clear paths for the removal of Elders need to be established.  We recommend that Elders can be 

removed from their position in the following ways.

• Resignation.  An Elder can formally resign from the role.

• Sabbatical.  The Elder team can give an Elder a Sabbatical for a time of rest, or for specialized work on a 
specific project.  Sabbaticals have a designated return date.

• Leave.  The Elder team can put an Elder on leave.  This could be disciplinary or for the spiritual and 
emotional health of the leader, until such time as the Elder Team believes the issue is resolved.  During a 
leave, the Elder will not function in any ministry or leadership roles.

• Removal. The Eldership Team, if in full agreement, can remove an Elder from the team.

๏ Affirmation of the Eldership.  Individual Elders are affirmed by the congregation at the time of their testing and 
appointment.  After this, congregational feedback and affirmation would be regarding the Eldership Team as a whole.  
We recommend an annual process whereby the membership can affirm the direction and leadership of the Eldership 
as whole.  Should the membership not affirm the current direction and leadership of the Eldership Team, a process 
would be opened for resolution.  If resolution can't be made the Eldership has lost their leadership credibility and 
some other leadership step needs to be taken.

๏ Teaching the church about Eldership.  This is a much different system than most are used to.  We recommend 
that serious and intentional effort be given by the trustees, the pastoral staff, and other leaders to teach the church 
about the Biblical basis for this change as well as the details of how it will work.

๏ Membership Evaluation.  We also recommend that the new leadership team take a careful study of membership 

and evaluate our current membership process.  Because the Elders are accountable to the members, it is vital that 
membership be a more clear process, to prevent any potential hijacking of our leadership.
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Proposed Transition Timeline
We recommend the following as an ideal timeline for the transition.  It is intentionally tight, but that allows for 4-6 weeks of 
flexible margin so that the transition can be completed by summer allowing time for the new leadership team to plan for the 
fall.

๏ Tuesday, March 19.  Governance Team will present this proposal to the Board of Trustees.  Proposal will be 
discussed at the meeting, and then there will be two weeks for consideration, feedback and prayer.

๏ Saturday, March 23.  The Governance Team will present the basic principles and direction to the membership in a 
family meeting, taking feedback and questions.  At this meeting we will take suggestions from the members for 
an Initial Selection Team by asking "We need input on this process from people who are not board members or 
staff, who are BC3 members, who you trust, and who you think know people in the church.  Please suggest your top 
2-3 names." Don't identify this as a nomination.  Do 2 weeks in a row at church.

๏ Week of March 25.  Have material prepped this week so Home Groups can review the general principles and 
direction, pray and give feedback.

๏ Tuesday, April 9th.  Board of Trustees meet to make any changes to the proposal, finalize and--if it seems wise to 
them--approve it.  At the meeting the BOT would approve and launch the Initial Elder Selection Team, as well as 
commission a team to re-write the bylaws, so that they are ready for congregational approval on May 15th.

๏ Sermons in April, starting on April 6th, will provide teaching on this transition, and the role of the church and Elders.  
The full proposal document will be posted online and available at the church building through the month.

๏ Initial Selection Team is finalized and in place, beginning its work, following the April 9th board meeting.

๏ April 6-15, Family Membership Assessment.  During this week, a full and accurate list of Family Members will be 
finalized by the staff.

๏ Saturday, April 20.  At a Family Meeting the Board will present how the transition will work and field questions 
from the congregation, particularly focusing on feedback on the proposal document, and introducing the initial Elder 
selection team.

๏ April 15 - May 14.  The Initial Elder Selection Team will determine the initial candidates.  1) They will take the 
Family Membership list and remove anyone ruled out by demographic limits (age, participation, conversion, 
membership.)  2) The remaining names are the potential field.  The team will pray over this list, filtering by the 
necessities of the role and qualifications.  This will generate a list of people to invite to be examined for Eldership.  3) 
The team will call the invitees and give them a week to consider.  They will also provide a version of this proposal for 
their review. 4) In the week leading up to May 14, the team will interview and examine the willing candidates, in order 
to present a final list of candidates to the board at the May 14th meeting.

๏ Tuesday, May 14.  The Board of Trustees would finalize the new bylaws, and take care of all necessary legal 
decisions at this meeting.  They will provide a final affirmation of the transition. Bylaw changes would be published for 
two weeks according to our current requirements.  The slate of initial Elders will be presented to the board at this time, 
and with the board’s approval circulated to the church for additional feedback for a two-week period.

๏ Saturday, June 1.  At a Family Meeting the new bylaws will be presented for affirmation by the members and 
any final questions.

๏ Saturday, June 8.  New Governance Launch.  A worship service launching our new leadership, affirming the initial 
Elder Team, and celebrating this new direction.  The outgoing Board of Trustees would affirm the new leadership team.
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