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Elders as Shepherds
BY J.W. MCGARVEY

In two distinct passages (Acts
20:28; 1 Peter 5:2) the elders are
exhorted to be shepherds to the
church. This exhortation, or rather
this apostolic command, has failed
to make its due impression on the
English reader where very little is
known of a shepherd's work
except feeding the sheep through
the long winters. Even to this day,
in America, the term feed in these
passages has been understood by
the masses as a metaphor for
public teaching, and the whole
work here enjoined is supposed to
be accomplished when a suitable
address is delivered to the saints
on the Lord's day. Many an elder
has imagined that the chief part of
his work is accomplished when he
has called together the flock once
a week, and given them their
regular supply of food, even when
the food is nothing better than
empty husks. And many an
evangelist, miscalling himself a
pastor, has labored under the 
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same mistake. Let it be noted,
then, and never be forgotten,
that the term employed in these
passages expressed the entire
work of a shepherd, of which
feeding was very seldom even a
part in the country where this
use of the term originated. The
shepherds of Judea, and those
of Asia Minor, pastured their
sheep throughout the entire
year. Their duty was to guide
them from place to place to
protect them from wild beast,
and to keep them from straying;
but not to feed them.
The Apostle Paul leaves us in no
doubt as to his own use of the
term in question; for after the
general command, "Be
shepherds to the church," he
proceeds to distribute the idea
by adding these words: "For I
know this, that after my
departure shall ravenous wolves
enter in among you, not sparing
the flock. Also, of your own selves
shall men arise speaking
perverse things to draw away
disciples after them.
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Therefore, watch; and remember
that by the space of three years, I
ceased not to warn every one
night and day with tears." Acts
20:28-31. Here, continuing the
metaphor of the flock, he
forewarns the shepherds against
ravenous wolves, who can be no
other than teachers of error who
would come into Ephesus from
abroad, such, for example, as
those who had already infested
the Galatian churches; (Galatians
1:6-7; Galatians 5:12;) and he
commands them to watch. He
also predicts that men of their
own number, like unruly rams of
the flock, would rise up, speaking
perverse things, and seeking to
lead away disciples after them.
The shepherds were to watch
against these also, and as they
saw symptoms of such
movements, within, they were to
"warn every one, night and day,"
as Paul had done.
Here, then, are two specifications
under the generic idea of acting
the shepherd, and they are
strictly analogous to the work of
the literal shepherd. It is made
the duty of the eldership, first, to
protect the congregation against
false teachers from abroad;
second, to guard carefully against
the influence of schismatics
within the congregation, like a
shepherd night and day watching
his flock, so as to be ready to act
on the first appearance of danger 

"Pay careful attention to
yourselves and to all the
flock, in which the Holy

Spirit has made you
overseers, to care for the
church of God, which he
obtained with his own

blood."
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from either direction.
The first of these duties is again
emphasized in the epistle to
Titus, where Paul requires that
elders shall be able, by sound
teaching, both to exhort and
convict the gainsayers, and
adds: "For there are many vain
and unruly talkers and deceivers,
specially they of the circumcision,
whose mouths must be stopped."
Titus 1:9-11. The duty of
watchfulness is also mentioned
again, and in a manner which
shows most impressively its
supreme importance. Paul says,
"Obey them who have the rule
over you, and submit yourselves;
for they watch for your souls, as
they that must give account."
Hebrews 13:17. From these
words it appears that the object
of the watching enjoined, is not
merely to keep out false
teaching and to suppress
incipient schism, but to do these
in order to save souls from being
lost. That priceless treasure for
which Jesus laid down his life is
at stake, and the elders of each
church, like the shepherds of
each flock, must give account to
the owner of the flock for every
soul that is lost.


