Church Government Summary

	

	
Episcopal
	
Presbyterian
	
Congregational
	
Elder/Congregational


	Definition
	Bishop rule over several churches
	Local church elders submit to higher bodies

	Individual local church members have ultimate say
	Individual local church members power balanced with elected elders


	Structure

	Bishop
Archdeacon
Vicar
Priest
Warden
PCC
Leaders
Congregation

	General Assembly
Synod
Presbytery
Session
Local church
	Congregation
Deacons
Pastors
	Elders/Pastors
Deacons
Congregation

	Uniqueness

	Various levels of clergy

Most hierarchical structure

	One level of clergy

Teaching and ruling elders distinguished 
(1 Tim 5:17)

	One level of clergy

Democratic

Local church autonomy

Single pastor per church common

	One level of clergy

Democratic

Local church autonomy


Plurality of elders

	Denominations and Groups
	Anglican/Episc.
Lutheran
Methodist
Orthodox
Catholic

	Presbyterian
Reformed
	Congregational
Baptist
Bible Presbyterian
Evangelical Free
Pentecostal

	Bible churches
Independent

	Biblical Support 
Cited
	OT precedent of single leader

Matt. 16:18; 18:18; 28:18-20 (apostolic succession)

Acts 6:3, 6 (bishop ordaining)

Acts 15:13 (James)

Tit 1:5 (Titus’ authority)
	OT precedent of rule by elders

Acts 11:30 (elders handled finances)

Acts 14:23 (group of elders per church)

Acts 15 (assembly higher than local church)

Acts 20:17f. (elders as ultimate church authority)
	Matt. 18:17; Acts 1; 6:3-5; 11:22; 15:25; 1 Cor 5:12; 2 Cor 2:6-7; 2 Thess. 3:14; 1 John 2:20; 4:1 (group decisions)

Elder, bishop, pastor & overseer synonymous (e.g., 1 Tim 3:1 vs. Tit 1:5)

1 Pet. 2:9 (priesthood of believers)

NT focus on local church (many verses)



	Presbyterian column (except Acts 15 is not seen as denoting an assembly higher than the local church) 

+ 

Congregational verses
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Episcopal
	
Presbyterian
	
Congregational
	
Elder/Congregational


	Biblical Refutation
	No clear evidence of structure above the local church (James presided rather than ruled)

Power to ordain not clearly given to a single bishop

Apostolic succession unproved

Bishop/presbyter distinction unwarranted

	No clear evidence of structure above the local church (Jerusalem church in Acts 15 has no authority over Antioch as decision made by whole church in v. 22)

Priesthood of believers not sustained with elders who lord it over the flock
	Single pastor (=elder) concept unbiblical as elders always functioned as a group
	No refutation is offered here as I believe this model has the advantages of both the Presbyterian and Congregational views

	Practical Advantages
	Efficiency

Unity (less church splits?)
	Group decision making
	Group decision making

Congregation has significant input

	Balance of power between elders & congregation

Teaches maturity

	Practical Disadvantages
	Too much authority in one person (bishop)

Little place for congregational input

	Too much authority in one group (elders)

Little place for congregational input
	Inefficiency

Major decisions often made by the uninformed

Disunity (church splits)

Pastor too often seen as employee
rather than a leader

	Danger of an overpowering elder board

Difficulty determining which issues are elder issues and which are congregational
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