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As in every age since the first century, there
is today a variety of opinions regarding the
proper organizational structure of the
church. Various denominations have dea-
cons, archdeacons, evangelists, apostles,
prophets, pastors, senior pastors, elders,
overseers, bishops, archbishops, and there
is even a pope. To make problems more
complicated there is inconsistency among
denominations, and even within each
denomination, as to what duties church
officers should perform as well as the
relationship between the differing office-
holders.

The goal of this article is not to present
a detailed blueprint of how every church
should be organized. Rather, this article
will focus on the use of the terms “elder”
and “overseer” (or “bishop”) in the Pasto-
ral Epistles in order to determine the pre-
cise relationship between these terms.1

Most denominations agree that the office
of deacon is biblical and should therefore
be maintained (although the precise func-
tion of the deacon will vary among
denominations, and many denominations
do not have archdeacons). While the posi-
tion of “evangelist” is important, similar
to a missionary it is not viewed as a
“church” office per se since the evangelist’s
task is to minister outside the church.
Regarding the offices of apostle and
prophet, Paul clearly writes in Ephesians
2:20 that they were given to the church as
a foundational ministry and therefore are
no longer given today.2 But what about the

other church offices? Does the biblical
model include pastors, senior pastors,
elders, overseers, bishops, archbishops,
and popes? Based on the evidence from the
Pastoral Epistles it will be shown that
besides the office of deacon, there is only
one other New Testament church office—
that is, the office of pastor, elder, or over-
seer.

Although the term “pastor” does not
occur in the Pastoral Epistles, it is clear that
it refers to the same office as the elder or
overseer. There is only one text in the New
Testament that uses this term to refer to an
office in the church. Ephesians 4:11 states,
“And He gave some as apostles, and some
as prophets, and some as evangelists, and
some as pastors and teachers.” In this text
“pastor” is coupled with “teacher,” which
together form one office.3 In contrast to the
noun “pastor” (poimen), the verb “to pas-
tor” or “to shepherd” (poimaino) is more
common.4 What is particularly important
to this study is that the verb form is often
used in connection with the duties given
to the elders or overseers. For example, in
Acts 20 Paul calls for the “elders” (v. 17)
and encourages them to “be on guard for
themselves and for all the flock [poimnion]”
since they have been appointed as “over-
seers” and are called “to shepherd
[poimainein] the church of God” (v. 28).
Likewise, Peter exhorts the “elders” (1 Pet
5:1) to “shepherd [poimanate] the flock
[poimnion] of God, serving as overseers” (1
Pet 5:3). Since the verb “to pastor/shep-
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herd” is the task of the elder/overseer, it is
easy to see why such a person could be
called a “pastor/shepherd.” Not only are
pastors or elders/overseers given the task
of shepherding, but they are also those who
teach the congregation (Eph 4:11; 1 Tim 3:2;
5:17). Therefore, we can be reasonably cer-
tain that the office of pastor is identical to
that of the elder or overseer. This position
is strengthened by the fact that the term
pastor is not mentioned in 1 Timothy and
Titus, which are concerned about leader-
ship in the church.

But today there is much debate as to
whether the office of elder is really the same
as the office of overseer or bishop. Many
scholars of the nineteenth century assumed
this debate to be closed. For example, in
an excursus in his commentary on Philip-
pians, J. B. Lightfoot expanded on why he
believed “elder” and “overseer” are syn-
onymous terms in the New Testament.5 He
confidently states,

It is a fact now generally recognised
by theologians of all shades of opin-
ion, that in the language of the New
Testament the same officer in the
Church is called indifferently
‘bishop’ (episkopos) and ‘elder’ or
‘presbyter’ (presbuteros).6

In more recent times, however, the ma-
jority view has shifted. Many have chal-
lenged this former consensus and are of-
fering alternative positions. Several reasons
have caused the traditional view to be chal-
lenged.

1. In the Pastoral Epistles “overseer”
is always in the singular whereas
“the elders” is always in the plural
(except in 1 Tim 5:19). The use of the
singular is especially noticeable
against the plural “deacons” used in
1 Timothy 3:8.
2. In both 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus
1:7 “the overseer” (ton episkopon)

contains the definite article, which
perhaps indicates the elevation of
one overseer above the elders.7

3. Teaching is the responsibility of all
overseers (1 Tim 3:2; Titus 1:9), but
apparently only some of the elders
have this responsibility (1 Tim 5:17).
4. Where the overseer and deacons
are mentioned the elders are not,
and where the elders are mentioned
the overseer and deacons are not
(except in Titus 1:5-7). This usage
shows that the terms are not really
used interchangeably since they are
not used in the same contexts.
5. One would not expect two distinct
terms to refer to the same office.
6. The development of the monar-
chical bishop in the second century
suggests an incipient form can
already be found in the Pastoral
Epistles. While few would argue
that the overseer in the Pastorals is
to be equated with the monarchical
bishop, many do identify the begin-
ning development of such a system.
7. Since the Pastoral Epistles are
addressed to individuals and not
churches, some argue that Timothy
and Titus are intended to portray
prototypes of the monarchical
bishop.

Based on the above objections, many
scholars today deny that the terms elder
and overseer refer to the same office in the
Pastoral Epistles. Those who continue to
affirm that the two terms denote one office
often cite Lightfoot in their defense, mak-
ing only a cursory attempt to prove their
position.8 The goal of this article, therefore,
is to demonstrate that in the Pastoral
Epistles the terms “elder” and “overseer”
refer to the same office. There are three texts
we will examine in detail since they men-
tion the terms elder and/or overseer: Titus
1:5–9; 1 Timothy 3:1–7 and 1 Timothy 5:17–
25. Since Titus represents an ecclesiastic
structure less developed than what we find
in 1 Timothy, we will discuss Paul’s letter
to Titus first.
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Titus 1:5–9
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—if a man is above reproach, the
husband of one wife, having faith-
ful children, not accused of dissipa-
tion or rebellion. For an overseer
must be above reproach as God’s
steward.… (Titus 1:5–7)

Although there are many questions that
could be asked of this text, the one central
to this study is the relationship between the
terms “elder” and “overseer.” From a prima

facie reading of this text, it appears as if the
author uses the terms to refer to the same
office (“appoint elders…for an overseer”).
Yet, many point out that such a reading is
simplistic since elder occurs in the plural
whereas overseer is in the singular. Thus,
many believe that this text indicates a
single overseer or bishop who possesses a
higher rank or office than the board of
elders or presbytery.9 There are, however,
compelling reasons for equating the offices
of elder and overseer in Titus 1:5–7.

First, the connective “for” (gar) in verse
7 suggests that Paul is referring to the same
office. If the overseer represents a separate
office, then the use of “for” is obscure. The
elders are to be blameless meeting certain
qualifications for (gar) as overseers they are
God’s stewards. Mounce rightly notes that
the use of for “ties the discussion together
and argues against the suggestion that the
overseers are distinct from the elders.”10

Second, since the switch to the singular
actually takes place in verse 6 with the use
of the singular indefinite pronoun “any-
one” (tis), we should not be surprised by
the continuation of the singular in verse 7
with the use of overseer. Third, it is more
natural to list the requirements in the
singular since every elder/overseer must
individually meet the qualifications. The

singular form is therefore a generic singu-
lar, referring to anyone who would meet
the qualifications listed.11

Fourth, it is not uncommon for Paul to
alternate between singular and plural
generic nouns, particularly within the Pas-
toral Epistles. For example, in 1 Timothy
2:8 Paul addresses “the men” but then
speaks of the singular “man” in verse 12.
Again, in 1 Timothy 2:9 Paul exhorts the
“women” to adorn themselves in modest
apparel, but in verse 11 he says, “Let a
woman learn in silence.” In 1 Timothy 2:15
this principle is again illustrated. Paul con-
cludes his discussion on the role of women
by stating that “she will be saved through
childbearing if they continue in faith, love,
and holiness, with self-control.” In the
same sentence Paul switches from the sin-
gular to the plural. This same pattern is also
found in 1Timothy 5. In verse 1 Paul com-
mands Timothy not to rebuke an older man

but to exhort him as a father and the
younger men as brothers. Furthermore, in
verses 3 and 4 of the same chapter, Paul
reminds the church to “honor widows who
are really widows” and then goes on to say,
“but if any widow has children or grand-
children….” In verse 11 he switches back
to the plural when he speaks of the
“younger widows.” It should be noted that
this passage concerning widows is particu-
larly important because, like Titus 1, this
passage also deals with qualifications for
a particular position. Finally, 1 Timothy 5:17
states that “elders” who rule well are wor-
thy of double honor. Yet, in verse 19 we are
told that the church should not receive an
accusation against “an elder.” Verse 20 then
speaks of “those who are sinning,” which
most agree refers to the elders. Based on
this pattern found in the Pastoral Epistles,
one should not be surprised to find the
author first referring to the “elders” (plu-
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ral) and then to the “overseer” (singular).
Fifth, the author of the Pastoral Epistles

may have been using a preformed piece of
tradition similar to virtue lists found in the
Hellenistic world.12 If the tradition con-
tained the singular “overseer,” then it
would be more natural to adjust the text to
fit the tradition than vice-versa.13 The fact
that the lists of Titus 1 and 1 Timothy 3 are
so similar supports this conclusion. For
example, the qualifications begin in a strik-
ingly similar fashion:

For an overseer must be above
reproach (Titus 1:7)
An overseer, then, must be above
reproach (1 Tim 3:2)14

The same requirement is also at the head
of each list (“the husband of one wife,”
Titus 1:6; 1 Tim 3:2). Furthermore, the ele-
ments in the following lists are generally
comparable.15 The use of a preformed office
code may also explain why the author of
Titus uses the definite article (“the over-
seer”).16

If preformed traditions are being used,
why are the lists of qualifications not iden-
tical? For example, why does the list in 1
Timothy include “not a new convert” (3:6)
whereas Titus omits it? This omission may
have been a necessary modification due to
the early stage of development of the
Cretan churches. Relatively new converts
would then be needed in leadership of the
younger churches.

Sixth, it appears that the church in Crete
was a relatively young church based on the
following comparison of Titus 1 with 1
Timothy 3:17 (a) The omission of the quali-
fication of not being a new convert. (b) The
fact that no qualifications for deacons are
given.18 (c) Titus is commanded to appoint
elders but this instruction is missing in 1
Timothy since the Ephesian church already

had elders. Apparently, Paul was with Titus
in Crete but had to leave before he could
appoint elders (cf. Acts 14:23). (d) Since
there is no discussion of the removal of a
bad elder in Titus as there is in 1 Timothy
5:17–25, this again suggests that they did
not yet have elders. (e) There is no order of
widows mentioned in Titus (cf. 1 Tim 5:3–
16). Consequently, if the churches in Crete
were relatively young, how likely is it that
these churches were dealing with the
developed concept of a monarchical
bishop?19

Finally, there are similar cases where an
author switches from elder to overseer in
the New Testament, demonstrating that the
words are used interchangeably. In Acts 20
Paul sends for the Ephesian elders to exhort
them in their work (Acts 20:17). He charges
them to take heed to themselves and to all
the flock since the Holy Spirit has made
them “overseers [episkopous], to shepherd
the church of God” (Acts 20:28). First, Luke
records that Paul calls them elders, but
then has Paul referring to them as overseers
(“he sent to Ephesus and called for the
elders.…the Holy Spirit has made you
overseers”). Another example of the close
connection between elder and overseer is
found in 1 Peter 5:1–2, which states, “The
elders who are among you I exhort…
shepherd the flock of God which is among
you, serving as overseers.”

Based on the above evidence, it is there-
fore reasonable to maintain that the terms
“elder” and “overseer” refer to the same
office in Titus 1.20

1 Timothy 3:1–7; 5:17–25
As with the Titus 1 text, the focus of this

section will not be to exegete the verses
under discussion but to expand on those
items that shed light on the nature of the
relationship between elder and overseer.
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More specifically, it will be to demonstrate
that the terms elder and overseer refer to
the same office in this epistle. Similar to the
arguments made with respect to Titus 1:5–
7, it is often maintained that references to
“the overseer” in 1 Timothy 3:1–2 and ref-
erences to “the elders” in 1 Timothy 5:17
represent two distinct offices. There is,
however, significant evidence that Paul
uses the two terms to refer to the same
office.

First, it is probable that the singular form
“the overseer” (ton episkopon) in 1 Timothy
3:2 is a generic singular. This means that
the author is not indicating that there is
only one overseer in each church but that
the singular form is used generically to
indicate that overseers as a class are in view.
As was true in the case of Titus 1:5-7, the
singular use of “the overseer” could have
been influenced by the singular use of “if
anyone” (ei tis) in the preceding verse (1
Tim 3:1).21 The context of 1 Timothy 2:8–
3:16 also argues in favor of interpreting the
singular form of “the overseer” as a generic
singular since other generic singulars are
used. Furthermore, the argument that
“overseer” always appears in the singular
in the Pastoral Epistles is a weak argument
since it only occurs three times, and in pre-
cisely the same context (cf. 1 Tim 3:1, 2;
Titus 1:7).

Second, if overseer and elder are two
separate offices, it is strange that Paul never
mentions the qualifications of elders in 1
Timothy, especially since the character of
the one who is to fill the office of elder is so
important. For example, in 1 Timothy 5:22,
Paul cautions Timothy not to lay hands on
(i.e., ordain) anyone to the position of an
elder hastily since that position is to be
filled only by qualified individuals (cf. 4:14;
2 Tim 1:6). If elder is a distinct office from
overseer, it would seem that qualifications

would be clearly stated for such an impor-
tant position.

Third, nowhere are the three offices
(elder, overseer, and deacon) mentioned
together, which suggests that a three-tiered
ecclesiastical system is foreign to the Pas-
toral Epistles.22 The letters of Ignatius, on
the other hand, make a clear distinction
between the monarchical bishop and the
presbytery. That is, in Ignatius for the first
time we see a three-tiered ecclesiastical sys-
tem with a bishop, a presbytery, and dea-
cons. For example, Ignatius exhorts his
readers,

Be eager to do everything in godly
harmony, the bishop presiding in the
place of God and the presbyters in
the place of the council of the
apostles and the deacons, who are
most dear to me, having been
entrusted with the service of Jesus
Christ (Magn. 6:1).23

For Ignatius, the overseer is clearly dis-
tinct from the council of elders and is the
sole head of the city-church.

Fourth, the fact that qualifications are
given and not duties also argues against
seeing this epistle in the context of a later,
more developed system with a monarchi-
cal bishop. The only exception is that the
overseer should be “apt to teach.” But as
Mounce states, “An ability to teach and an
exemplary character do not point to devel-
opments beyond the Pauline churches.”24

The authority of the overseer is nowhere
stressed as it is in later writings. Some
would object, stating that the authority of
the overseer is found in the position repre-
sented by “Timothy” (or “Titus”). All the
authority given to “Timothy” is to be seen
as the authority given to the monarchical
bishop, who is the real recipient of the let-
ter. One argument for this position is that
in Titus 1:9 the overseer is expected to be



37

able “to refute” (elegchein) those who con-
tradict. Yet, in 1 Timothy 5:20 “Timothy” is
told to “rebuke” (elegche), in the presence
of all, those who sin. Since the overseer has
the task of rebuking, it is then concluded
that the addressee of 1 Timothy is an
overseer since he is told to rebuke those
who sin.

The theory that Timothy and Titus
actually represent the monarchical bishop
is based on a number of questionable
assumptions. First, one has to assume that
Paul did not author the letters but that a
later disciple writes under Paul’s name.
Second, one has to assume that the author
is not writing to Timothy and Titus but is
simply using the guise of those names to
address the monarchical bishop. Third, one
has to assume that the authority given to
“Timothy” and “Titus” is actually meant
for the monarchical bishop. In the end
nothing is as it appears but everything is
reinterpreted within a speculative recon-
struction—none of which can be proven.
It is best to see Timothy and Titus as Paul’s
apostolic delegates with temporary author-
ity given to them by Paul in order to see
that the churches under Paul’s authority
remain faithful to the gospel of Christ.25

Furthermore, in Ignatius, the authority
given to the bishop as the sole leader of
the church is above that given even to
Timothy and Titus. In his letter to the
Smyrnaeans, Ignatius writes,

You must all follow the bishop, as
Jesus Christ followed the Father….
Let no one do anything that has to
do with the church without the
bishop. Only that Eucharist which
is under the authority of the bishop
(or whomever he himself desig-
nates) is to be considered valid.
Wherever the bishop appears, there
let the congregation be.… It is not
permissible either to baptize or to
hold a love feast without the bishop.

But whatever he approves is also
pleasing to God, in order that every-
thing you do may be trustworthy
and valid.… It is good to acknowl-
edge God and the bishop. The one
who honors the bishop has been
honored by God; the one who does
anything without the bishop’s
knowledge serves the devil (Smyrn.
8:1–9:1).

Elsewhere we read, “For all those who
belong to God and Jesus Christ are with
the bishop” (Phil. 3:2) and that the bishop
is to be regarded “as the Lord himself”
(Eph. 6:1).26 Nowhere in the Pastorals is
obedience to Timothy or Titus equated with
obedience to God. The emphasis in the
Pastorals is clearly on obedience to the true
gospel as taught by Timothy and Titus, not
to an office-bearer. After comparing the
Pastoral Epistles with Ignatius, Mounce
comments, “The similarities are so super-
ficial, and the differences so extreme, that
this becomes one of the strongest argu-
ments that the PE are not from the second
century and in fact reflect a much earlier
stage of the church’s institutional develop-
ment.”27

Fifth, the fact that elders and overseers
are said to have the same function in the
church (i.e., ruling) also suggests that the
two terms refer to the same office. First
Timothy 3:4–5 states that an overseer must
“rule” (proistemi) his own house before
he is fit to take care of the church (cf. Rom
12:8; 1 Thess 5:12). Likewise, 1 Timothy 5:17
speaks of elders who “rule” (proistemi)
well.28 Although the latter verse is highly
debated, nowhere does it suggest that some
of the elders do not rule.

Sixth, it is argued that since an overseer
must be “able to teach” (1 Tim 3:2; cf. Titus
1:9) and only some elders “work hard at
preaching and teaching” (1 Tim 5:17), this
suggests that only those elders who taught
were designated with the title “overseer.”
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This interpretation, however, fails to
acknowledge that among those who hold
the same office, there is likely to be some
who are more gifted in particular areas,
such as teaching.29 Also, if 1 Timothy 3:2–7
and Titus 1:7–9 represent preformed tradi-
tional codes, “then it is conceivable that
requirements related to function were
meant to be typical, that is, generally
related to the office, but not necessarily to
be carried out by every office-holder, at
least not in the sense of 1 Tim 5.17.”30 As a
rule every candidate for this office was to
have some abilities in teaching.31

Mounce states that the phrase “the
elders who rule well” (1 Tim 5:17) could
be interpreted the following ways while
still addressing only one office: (a) “While
asserting that all elders are able to teach,
Paul could have based the division on
those currently teaching and those who
were not. Perhaps … [some] overseers
would have had to vary the amount of time
spent specifically on teaching because of
other responsibilities, and this admonition
would address those actively teaching.”32

(b) This phrase “could apply to gifted
teachers who were currently leading in
other ways (while still allowing for one-
on-one teaching, both with the opponents
and the other members of the church), and
‘laboring hard at preaching and teaching’
could apply to those currently teaching the
church as a whole.”33 (c) “The division
could be based on those who were able to
teach and those who were especially gifted
to teach, dividing the elders on the basis of
ability and giftedness and assuming that
the more gifted did more of the corporate
instruction.”34

Furthermore, there is also the possibil-
ity of translating the Greek word malista as
“namely” or “that is” instead of “espe-
cially.”35 The verse would then read, “The

elders who rule well are to be considered
worthy of double honor, that is, those who
work hard at preaching and teaching.” In
this case Paul is not making a distinction
between those who rule well and those
who in addition to ruling well also preach
and teach. Rather, those who rule well are
precisely those who teach and preach (i.e.,
Paul is stating that the elders rule well by

their teaching and preaching). This inter-
pretation seems to fit the author’s stress on
the importance of teaching36 and a three-
fold division of elders is hard to imagine.37

Yet, even with this interpretation a dis-
tinction can be made between two types
of elders. If “ruling well” is defined by
“working hard at preaching and teaching,”
then a distinction can still be made between
those who rule well (i.e., preach and teach)
and those who do not rule well (i.e., do not
preach and teach). For example, Knight
states that it is likely that Paul “is speaking
of a subgroup of the ‘overseers’ that con-
sists of those who are especially gifted by
God to teach, as opposed to other over-
seers, who must all ‘be able to teach.’”38 But
it is also possible that Paul is speaking gen-
erally of all the elders and is not intending
to distinguish a subgroup.39 Regardless of
how this difficult verse is interpreted, it in
no way demands one to see two offices
involved. At most, the text indicates a
distinction of function within one particu-
lar office.

Seventh, the reason two terms are given
for the same office could be explained by
the general use of the terms: elder is more
a description of character whereas overseer
is more a description of function.40 It
appears that originally various congrega-
tions preferred one term over the other. The
Jewish congregations apparently favored
the term elder, whereas the Gentile congre-
gations favored the term overseer. Over
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time these two terms came to be used in
the same congregations and could be used
interchangeably since they referred to the
leaders of the congregation. It is likely that
both terms remained due to the important
connotations each term carried. The term
elder conveyed the idea of a wise, mature
leader who was honored and respected by
those of the community. The term overseer
spoke more to the work of the individual
whose duty it was to provide “oversight”
to the congregation. The term conveyed the
idea of protection and supervision over
those under his care.

Conclusion
This article has sought to demonstrate

that the terms elder and overseer represent
the same office in the Pastoral Epistles. If
this analysis is indeed accurate, then some
conclusions can be made.

First, the church should be governed by
only two types of officers: elders/overseers
and deacons. Almost all scholars agree that
a three-tiered ecclesiastical system (over-
seer, elder, and deacon) is a later develop-
ment and therefore foreign to the New
Testament documents. There is simply not
enough evidence to maintain a distinction
between the terms elder and overseer.
Although it must be admitted that the New
Testament does not present a universal
church government since development
differed from time and place, it is clear that
by the time the Pastoral Epistles were writ-
ten there were only two church offices.

Second, the church should be led by a
plurality of elders/overseers. In every case
that the term “elders” is used in the New
Testament it is found in the plural (except
in 1 Tim 5:19). This strongly suggests that
the New Testament church was governed
by a group of qualified leaders and not by
one individual. The local church should not

be structured in such a way that one leader
has sole authority within the church. The
model of Scripture is that a group of quali-
fied leaders are needed which provides
accountability, balance, and the sharing of
responsibilities.

Finally, the elders/overseers should be
viewed as equal in status. If our interpre-
tation of 1 Timothy 5:17 is correct, then this
text does not teach two different kinds of
elders (known in some circles as teaching
elders and ruling elders). Rather, what is
in view is a distinction between those who
did not have as much time as others and
therefore only some were “working hard”
at preaching and teaching or between those
who did not have as much talent, and there-
fore did little preaching and teaching since
others were more gifted in that area. The
distinction in 1 Timothy 5:17 is a functional,
not a formal distinction.
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