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CFCW- 11/02/2014 
 

“Who Leads the Church?” 
(1 Peter 5:1-4) 

 
Introduction 
 
 As Americans, we don’t really like authority.  Independence is a part of national identity.  Our 
nation was born in revolution, as we asserted our independence from King George III of England.  And 
our own experience as Americans has taught us to mistrust authority.  I was not around during the 
Vietnam War and Watergate, but many of you were.  Those national events caused confidence in the 
federal government to hit an all-time low.  And it hasn’t really gotten any better.  In our own day, it has 
sadly become a foregone conclusion that politicians are going to lie.  No one really expects a political 
leader to keep his or her word.   
 The mistrust of authority has found its way into our churches as well.  This is not surprising.  In 
recent years, we have all witnessed the cases of abuse that have taken place not only in the Roman 
Catholic Church, but in many Evangelical churches as well.  The Media regularly trumpets the news of 
yet another church leader caught in a scandal.  Not all pastors are pastoral.  We have all met church 
leaders who acted more like Diotrephes (3 John 9) than Jesus.  If we were honest this morning, many of 
us would have to admit that we don’t really trust those in authority, even those in authority in the 
church.   

But that should not be the case.  As we study the pages of Scripture, we are confronted with a 
different understanding of authority.  Ultimately, authority is a good thing.  It is God’s design.  All 
authority is derived from God.  God gives authority to leaders of nations and to leaders of churches.  
And God intends for that authority to be used for good.  What is it like when authority is used well?  
Listen to the final words of King David just before he died: 
 
2 Samuel 23:2-4- “The Spirit of the LORD speaks by me; his word is on my tongue. 3 The God of Israel has 
spoken; the Rock of Israel has said to me: When one rules justly over men, ruling in the fear of God, 4 he 
dawns on them like the morning light, like the sun shining forth on a cloudless morning, like rain that 
makes grass to sprout from the earth.” 
 

Authority used justly is like the light of dawn on a clear morning.  It is like rain that brings forth 
new life.  God’s intention is that authority, even when administered by sinful human beings, would be 
a blessing.  Godly authority is life-giving. 
 This morning I want us to ask the question, “Who leads the church?”  This is such an important 
question because in many ways, the effectiveness of our new church will depend upon the leadership 
we put in place.  If we are wise in selecting our leaders, our church will be blessed by their godly 
leadership and that blessing will be like the light of dawn on a clear morning and rain that brings forth 
new life.  But if we are foolish in how we choose our leaders, our church will suffer and our ministry will 
be hindered.    
 
Background 
 
 This morning we are continuing our series on the church.  Two weeks ago we asked the 
question, “What is the church?”  Last week we asked, “What are God’s priorities for the church?”  And 
as we have said, this morning we are going to ask the question, “Who leads the church?”  There are 
many ways we could answer this question.  Because the leadership of the church is so important the 
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NT is filled with instructions on who should serve as leaders in the church and what their 
responsibilities include.  We won’t be able to cover all of the NT teaching on church leadership, but I 
hope that we will be able to get at the heart of God’s desire for those who lead the church by looking at 
1 Peter 5:1-4.    
 
Background of 1 Peter 
 

In 1 Peter, the Apostle Peter to Christians in local churches scattered throughout Asia Minor 
(modern day Turkey).  These Christians were suffering because they were following Jesus.  And so Peter 
writes to encourage them to remain faithful even as their faith is tested in this life.  The burden of 
Peter’s letter to these believers is that, for the Christian, suffering proceeds glory.  God’s people WILL 
suffer in this life.  But God’s plan is that the suffering Christians face will refine them and prepare for 
them for the glory of heaven (cf. 1 Peter 1:3-7).  Christians are to follow the path of Jesus, which 
travelled from the sufferings of Golgotha to the glory of Heaven.  And having taught these realities in 
chapters 1-4, in 1 Peter 5:1-4, Peter turns to the leaders of these churches and encourages them to 
faithfully shepherd those under their care.  As we look at Peter’s instructions to these elders we learn 
about what it means to be an elder—what it means to be a faithful under-shepherd of Christ.  

 
Note: I will be using the word “elder” a lot this morning so keep in mind that “elder” is another word for 
“pastor.”  Biblically, both words refer to the same office of leadership in the local church.  

 
1 Peter 5:1-4- “So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of 
Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: 2 shepherd the flock of God that is 
among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for 
shameful gain, but eagerly; 3 not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the 
flock. 4  And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory.” 
 
MIM: Elders are spiritually mature and gifted men who shepherd and lead the church. 
 
This morning we are going to ask three questions about elders: 
-Who are elders?  
-What do elders do?  
-Why should elders serve well?  
 

I. Who are elders? (5:1) 
 
I Peter 5:1- “So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, 
as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed…” 
 

A. In this passage, Peter is exhorting (encouraging, spurring on) the elders of these 
churches scattered throughout Asia Minor.  As we said, these churches were 
experiencing trials and sufferings because they were following Jesus and so Peter 
wants to spur these elders on to faithfulness in their task of caring for and leading 
these suffering churches. 
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a. In order to encourage them in their task, Peter describes himself three 
ways.  First, Peter reminds them that he is also is “fellow elder” with them.  
He wanted to remind them that he is their brother, suffering alongside 
them.  Second, Peter reminds these elders that he is a witness to the 
“sufferings of Christ”.  He wanted these elders not to be surprised by 
suffering, because Jesus, their Lord, also suffered (John 15:20).  But then, 
third, Peter also reminds them that he is also a “partaker in the glory that 
is going to be revealed.”   Peter wanted these elders to know that they can 
lead their churches through suffering with confidence because they have a 
vibrant hope.  After suffering comes glory.  Christ is going to return and 
they will share in the glory of Christ’s kingdom. 

 
Looking at this verse, we could say much more about why God permits His people to suffer in this life 
and about the future glory that all believers will share with Jesus.  But our goal this morning is to look 
at this passage and to focus on what it teaches us about elders. 

   
B. Looking at 5:1, we should ask, “Who are these elders?”  It is clear that they were 

the leaders in their churches.  The office of elder wasn’t a new thing in Peter’s day.  
There were elders over the people of Israel in the OT (cf. Exod. 3:16).  And in first 
century Israel, there were elders who led the Sanhedrin and there were elders who 
led the local synagogues. The early church adopted this pattern of elder leadership 
as well (Acts 11:30, 21:18).1  God’s plan is that the local church should be led by 
elders.   
 

C. What kind of men were these elders?  Peter doesn’t tell us explicitly in 5:1, but we 
know from other passages of scripture what these men were like.  They were the 
kind of men that Paul describes in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, where Paul gives the 
qualifications for elders. 

 
1 Timothy 3:1-7- “The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer (another name for 
an elder or pastor), he desires a noble task. 2 Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the 
husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not a 
drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must manage his own 
household well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive, 5 for if someone does not know how to 
manage his own household, how will he care for God’s church? 6 He must not be a recent convert, or he 
may become puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil. 7 Moreover, he must be 
well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace, into a snare of the devil.” 
 
Titus 1:5-9- “This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into order, and appoint 
elders in every town as I directed you— 6 if anyone is above reproach, the husband of one wife, and his 
children are believers and not open to the charge of debauchery or insubordination. 7 For an overseer, as 
God’s steward, must be above reproach. He must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or a drunkard or 
violent or greedy for gain, 8 but hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. 

                                                           
1
 Edwin A. Blum, 1&2 Peter in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. by Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1981), 249. 
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9 He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in 
sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it.” 
 

a. So in 1 Peter 5:1-4, Peter is addressing men who had been chosen to lead 
these churches throughout Asia Minor because they possessed the qualities 
that Paul lists in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1.   
 

Looking at the qualifications for being an elder that Paul lays out in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus we learn a 
lot about the kind of men we hope God will raise up to lead Christ Fellowship:   

 
We learn that elders are men.  We can’t spend a lot of time on this, but God has given the spiritual 
leadership of the church to men, not to women (cf. 1 Timothy 2:12).  That is why Paul describes elders 
as “the husband of one wife” (1 Tim. 3:2).   

   
We learn that elders are spiritually mature.  The very word “elder” implies that those who hold the 
office of “elder” in the church must be spiritually mature.  That is, they must be HOLY.  A quick survey of 
1Timothy 3 and Titus 1 reveals that elders are to be known both within the church and outside of the 
church as men of godly character.   
 
We learn that elders are gifted to teach God’s word.  Most of the qualifications you see for elders in 1 
Timothy 3 and Titus 1 relate to the CHARACTER of the elders.   But as you study these passages you see 
that there is another qualification given for elder as well:  Elders are gifted by the Holy Spirit to teach 
God’s word in a way that builds up the body.  
 
1 Timothy 3:2- “…able to teach…” 
 
Titus 1:9- “He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give 
instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it.”      
   
Application: Christ Fellowship, our desire is that God would raise up elders among us.  We should be 
praying for this regularly.  But how will we recognize elders?  We should be looking for men with the 
kind of qualities Paul lists in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1.  We should be looking for holy men.  We should 
be looking for faithful men who are “above reproach” in the way they speak, live, and guide their 
homes.  We should be looking for men who are gifted to teach God’s word.  In their book, The Trellis and 
the Vine, Colin Marshall and Tony Payne break down the qualifications for elders given in 1 Timothy 3 
and Titus 1 into four categories: 
 
1.  Elders are faithful in their understanding of and commitment to God’s word. 
2.  Elders are blameless in their reputation and example of godliness. 
3.  Elders are gifted in their ability to teach others. 
4.  Elders are proven in their ability to lead and manage a family.2   
 
Faithful, blameless, gifted, and proven—these are the kind of men that should serve the church as 
elders.   
 

                                                           
2
 Colin Marshall and Tony Payne, The Trellis and the Vine (Kingsford: Matthias Media, 2009), 140. 
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Application: It is worth thinking more about the godly character that is required of elders because so 
many churches get off course here.  Many churches are looking for the wrong things in their leaders.  
They look for Type-A go-getters, or for natural leaders, or for entrepreneurs, or for men with financial 
resources.  Clearly, these characteristics aren’t bad in-and-of-themselves.  They can be great assets in 
ministry.  But they are INSUFFICIENT.  Ultimately, they aren’t even necessary for the Gospel ministry. 
But GODLINESS is absolutely necessary.  I like what Jeramie Rinne said about this in this book, Church 
Elders. 
 

You might assume that the most important characteristic for an elder would be skill in running 
an organization.  While management ability is a part of being a church overseer, the New 
Testament writers put far greater emphasis on holy character.  Jesus’ under-shepherds must 
reflect Jesus’ character.  Better a godly elder with mediocre leadership gifts than a charismatic 
leader with glaring moral flaws.3 
  

Application:  We should also think more about the fact that those who are elders must be gifted to 
teach God’s word.  There are many people in churches who are godly and gracious, but they are not 
gifted to teach God’s word.  Elders are able to teach God’s word clearly.  They are able to able to 
demonstrate how God’s word fits together.  They are able to apply God’s word to the lives of others.  
Elders are grounded in the Gospel.  They aren’t content to just know some general truths about God’s 
word (“It says somewhere in the back of the Bible that we should be nice to one another.”).  No, they 
know God’s word well and they want to teach it to others.    
 
Question:  How can we know that a man is gifted to teach God’s word?  You know it from the effect 
that the man’s teaching produces in the lives of those who hear it.  There is a power to it.  The Puritan’s 
called it “unction.”  The man who is gifted to teach God’s word will be used of God to edify (build up) the 
body of Christ through his teaching.  
 
Ephesians 4:11-12- “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds (pastors) 
and teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.”   
 
Application: This is why we will give men in Christ Fellowship the opportunity to teach God’s word 
publically.  If we want to see God raise up elders in our church, we need to have opportunities for men 
to teach God’s word so that, as a church, we can test their giftedness.   So you will see me give men in 
Christ Fellowship the opportunity to preach on Sunday mornings (e.g. John Coker and Dale Robertson).  
And we will have different men teach our adult Sunday School and community groups.  Giving men the 
opportunity to teach gives them the opportunity to test and develop their spiritual gift of teaching.  And 
it gives us the opportunity to judge and assess whether or not they should serve the church as elders.   
 
Principle: When a church observes a spiritually mature man teaching God’s word well and building up 
the church through his ministry, the church can have confidence that God is giving that man to them as 
an elder.    
 
Who are elders?  Elders are spiritually mature men who are gifted to teach God’s word.   
 
 

                                                           
 
3
 Jeramie Rinne, Church Elders (Wheaton: Crossway, 2014), 20. [emphasis mine] 
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II. What do elders do?  (5:2-3) 
 
1 Peter 5:2-3- “…shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not under 
compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; 3 not domineering 
over those in your charge, but being examples to the flock.” 

A. In I Peter 5:2-3 we learn more about the ROLE of elders.  Verse 2 contains the only 
command in the passage.  Peter commands the elders to “shepherd the flock of 
God.”  This command reveals the essential nature of the elder’s task.  Elders are 
shepherds.  Elders are to care for the church in the same way that shepherds care 
for sheep.   This is a high and important calling because as we see in 5:2, the church 
is “the flock of God.” 

Illustration: Throughout the Bible God frequently pictures His people as a flock of sheep. The picture 
isn’t entirely flattering.  Of all animals, sheep are the most helpless.  They have no way of defending 
themselves against predators.  They simply run around in panic or fall over.  They have no way of 
cleaning themselves, but instead must be sheered regularly.  They easily get sick and they easily wander 
away and starve to death.  But while it isn’t flattering, it really is an accurate picture of the people of 
God.  If left to ourselves, we are helpless against Satan.  We easily get stained by sin.  We easily wander 
away after this world.  But at the same time, when you read, “the flock of God,” you see God’s care for 
His people coming through.  There is a tenderness here.   
 
Psalm 23:1-3a- “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.  He makes me lie down in green pastures.  He 
leads me beside still waters.  He restores my soul.”   
 
Luke 12:32- “Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” 
 
God has a particular love and concern for His people and He wants elders who serve as His under-
shepherds to have the same concern.  How do elders shepherd the flock?    
 

a. Elders feed the flock.  This is the great and fundamental duty of the elders 
in the church.  Elders are to teach the people of God the word of God.  
Without God’s word, the people of God quickly get spiritually weak and 
sickly, just like sheep without food.   

 
John 21:17b- “…feed my sheep.” 
 
2 Timothy 4:1-2- “I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and 
the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: 2 preach the word; be ready in season and out of 
season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching.”   
 

b. Elders care for the flock.  In this life, Christians in the church experience all 
kinds of troubles and temptations and each one needs care.  There are 
sinning sheep that need to be rebuked.  There are wandering sheep that 
need to be brought back into the fold.  There are limping sheep that need 
to be comforted and encouraged.  There are fighting sheep that need to be 
reconciled to one another.  And there are biting sheep that the elder must 
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be patient with and pray for.4  Elders need to know how to care for and 
minister to each need in the church. 
 

c. Elders guard the flock.  We saw this when we studied the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt. 7:15-20).  Jesus warned against false prophets who would 
come to the church in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly were ravenous wolves.  
Initially, they look like sheep, but they are actually bent on harming and 
abusing the sheep.  Elders must be on guard against these false prophets 
and protect the sheep from their false teaching (cf. Acts 20:29-31) 

   
B. In 5:2b, Peter fills out our understanding of what it means to “shepherd the flock of 

God.”  He says, “[S]hepherd the flock of God, exercising oversight.”  According to 
John MacArthur, the Greek word that is translated “exercising oversight” here 
literally means to “have scope over” or “to look upon.”5  It refers to the authority 
that the elders are given by God to watch over and lead the church.  Again we see 
that Elders are leaders in the church.   

 
Application:  I think it is at this point that many people wrestle with the idea of elders.  Our culture has 
taught us to mistrust leaders and those in authority.  We value our independence and really don’t want 
anyone to be able to speak into our lives and tell us what we should or should not do.  But God has 
given elders the leadership of the church in order to truly LEAD the church.  Under Christ elders have a 
real authority in the church.  Scripture does not back down from saying that elders are to be OBEYED. 
 
Hebrews 13:17- “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as 
those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would 
be of no advantage to you.” 
 
Principle: When an elder speaks from God’s word and accurately applies it to the life of the church, the 
church should submit to and obey the authority of the elder.   
   
But Scripture is also clear that while elders do have REAL spiritual authority, they are to exercise their 
authority for the good of the flock.  That’s what we see when we look at the rest of 5:2-3. 
 

C. In the rest of 5:2-3, Peter gives three contrasts to show us what the leadership of 
elders should look like.  Elders should exercise their oversight: 

 
1. “not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you” 

(5:2b)-  No one should be forced to serve as an elder.  Instead, a 
man should desire to serve as elder from the heart. There should be 
an inner compulsion that makes him willing to serve because if that 
inner compulsion is lacking a man will quickly burn out under the 
strain of the ministry.   

                                                           
4
 All these categories of sheep are suggested by Jeramie Rinne in Church Elders, 62-68.  

  
5
 John MacArthur, 1 Peter in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 2004), 

267. 
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2. “Not for shameful gain, but eagerly” (5:2c)-  Elders are not to use 
their authority as elders to enrich themselves at the expense of the 
flock like false prophets do.  Instead, elders should serve “eagerly” 
or “freely” because it is a high privilege to serve as an elder.6 

 
3. “not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to 

the flock” (5:3)—All of us have met “big shot” pastors who 
demanded to be respected and barreled over anyone who got in 
their way.  Elders are not to serve in that way.  Rather they are to 
lead in such a way that they are “examples to the flock.”  In other 
words, they are to lead like Jesus. 

 
Mark 10:42-45- “And Jesus called them to him and said to them, “You know that those who are 
considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 43 
But it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, 44 and 
whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man came not to be 
served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 
 
Application:  Thinking about Christ Fellowship, these are the kind of men we want to serve as elders in 
our church—willing, eager, examples of Christlikeness.   
What do elders do?  They shepherd the church, exercising their oversight in a way that points people 
to Christ.   
 

III. Why should elders serve in this way? (5:4) 

1 Peter 5:4- “And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory.” 
 

A. When you look at the teaching of God’s word, it is clear that to be an elder is a 
glorious but challenging thing.  It is difficult to work with people.  The pace of 
ministry is often slow.  The visible results of ministry often seem discouraging.  
People don’t always respond well to your leadership—sheep bite.  Satan assails you 
as the leader of the flock because he knows if he can get you to fall, you will take 
other sheep with you.  So why serve as an elder?  Why not just sit back and let 
others lead and enjoy the benefits of church membership without all the spiritual 
responsibility?  1 Peter 5:4 gives the answer:  The “chief Shepherd” is coming back!  
When He appears at the second coming, all those who have served faithfully as His 
under-shepherds will be rewarded with “the unfading crown of glory.”   
 

B. The “crown of glory” here probably doesn’t refer to an actual crown.  Rather, it 
refers to a glorious eternity.  Peter is using an image from athletics in the first 
century to make his point.  Athletes in the first century competed in games to win a 
crown made from the leaves of a plant.  Such glory faded quickly.  But the glory that 
elders will receive for their service to Christ will last forever.  

 
 

                                                           
6
 Ibid., 269. 
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Application:  Men of Christ Fellowship, let me speak to you about this.  If you have some sense that you 
should serve the Lord as an elder—if you have a desire to serve in this way—pursue that.  Don’t let 
anything distract you.  That is a good ambition (1 Tim. 3:1).  Those who serve well as elders will receive 
eternal glory for their service.  Don’t let that the thought of the difficulty of the task dissuade you.  Don’t 
get distracted by trying to build up your little kingdom in this world.  Serve Christ.  Shepherd His flock.  If 
you have questions about what that might mean for you personally, speak with me.  I would love to talk 
and pray with you about whether God would you have serve Christ Fellowship as an elder in days to 
come.      
 
Implication: The fact that Christ is the chief Shepherd teaches us that elders are part of the flock as well.  
Elders are both sheep and shepherds.  They are NOT perfect men—godly and mature, but not perfect.  
They need the ministry of the church.  Elders need our prayers, our love, and our encouragement. 
 
The Gospel 

 As I meditated on what it would mean to be given the “unfading crown of glory” for service as 
an elder, I couldn’t help but consider how grateful elders should be to our chief Shepherd Jesus.  We will 
receive a crown of glory.  But we will only receive the crown of glory because Jesus was willing to wear 
a crown of thorns in our place.  This is the Gospel.  Our sins separated us from God.  We were His 
enemies and were under His judgment.  But the Jesus came to rescue us from our sins.  Jesus, the sinless 
Son of God came to earth and lived a perfect life in our behalf.  Then, crowned with thorns, He suffered 
the agony of death as He hung on the cross.  He died on the cross paying the penalty for sinners so that 
all who would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him might be saved.  We are all debtors of grace.  
Those who serve His church as elders should always be reminded of the fact that they are debtors of 
grace.   
   
Conclusion 
  
 There really is so much more we could say about elders this morning, but I want to conclude our 
time with prayer.  Let’s pray and ask God to give Christ Fellowship godly elders.  Let’s pray that He would 
raise up among us men who live lives that are above reproach and who love God’s word.  And let’s 
continue to pray this way in coming days so that we might experience the blessing of godly authority.  
Let’s pray…  


