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If the church is to fulfill its mission to make disciples, live as a family, and witness to the world, it 
needs structure and governance. Biblical church governance is not a nice coat of paint that 
goes on the church, added last. Instead, biblical church governance is like the series of 
load-bearing beams that support the whole house.  
 
Jesus // Who ultimately leads and governs the church? Jesus. 1 Peter 5 encourages pastors as 
shepherds but says that ultimately the Chief Shepherd will review their work. You could say 
Jesus is our Senior Pastor, ultimately. And He governs how? Through his Word. As the Word of 
God is faithfully taught and read and applied, Jesus leads His church. 
 
Elders // In terms of polity we are an elder-led and elder-governed church. 1 Timothy 1-3 uses 
three words interchangeably to speak of the role of elders:  
 

● First, they are “elders” meaning men who have maturity and are examples for the flock. 
That’s why there are high character requirements for them.  

● Second, they are “overseers” meaning they are the governing agents watching over the 
church. And we believe they always govern in plurality (more than one).  

● Third, they are “shepherds” meaning that they are to care for and shepherd Christ’s 
flock. This is where the word “pastor” comes from and at Cross of Grace is used 
interchangeably with “elder.”  

 
Elders are part of the church and under Jesus’ Word just as every other member and function 
as part of the body of Christ. The thing that distinguishes elders in function from the rest of the 
church body is that they are to be “able to teach” or rather “skilled in teaching” (2 Tim 2:24). This 
can be on Sundays or in small contexts or even just in one-on-one counseling but there’s a skill, 
a proven ability, a theological integrity when it comes to teaching the Word.  
 
Deacons // The word “deacon” means “servant.” While every Christian is to serve one another, 
these are unique servants. We see that the deacons are formed in Acts 6 when the apostles 
need help meeting the practical and material needs of the church. So one definition of a deacon 
is a “lead servant.” According to 1 Timothy 3 we believe that these can be men or women who 
are serving in a key lead servant capacity, especially in areas of material need or administration.  
 
Members // We believe that the congregation plays a vital role in the life and governance of the 
church, though we’re not a congregationally governed church.  
 

● First, the congregation plays a formal role in affirming elders and deacons. There are 
specific character qualifications such as “well thought of by outsiders” (for elders) that 

 



 

require the congregation to affirm. In our church we have a formal process for feedback 
and affirmation for these offices.  

● Second, in issues of church discipline where there is a member who claims to be a 
Christian but is defaming Christ’s name and is unrepentant , the congregation’s role is to 
treat them differently, to lovingly correct them, and to share the gospel with them. In 
addition to this, members can also play key roles in formal dispute resolutions (see 
church governance documents for more on this).  

● Third, our practice as a church is to bring significant decisions to the church membership 
and ask them to consider the counsel of the elders and give us counsel in return. For 
example, when we considered selling the building years ago we had several 
congregational meetings where the congregation counseled us not to sell the building so 
we didn’t. On significant issues like this we are grateful for the counsel and input of our 
members.  

 
Church Partners // We do believe that each church in the New Testament was led and 
governed locally, but we also believe that churches in the New Testament were linked in vital 
gospel partnership with one another. We see that churches were linked in gospel mission for 
ventures like church planting and church support (Acts 11:25, 13:3), and that churches came 
together for certain aspects of governance (like Acts 15). We try to pursue this vision of New 
Testament interdependence through our partnership with Sovereign Grace Churches, which is a 
global family of churches united to plant and build churches with the gospel. Importantly, every 
church in Sovereign Grace is still led and governed locally. We own our own property and are 
free to leave the partnership at any time, but we have gladly committed to work together.  
 
Churches in Sovereign Grace are united around three key things:  

1. A commitment to gospel mission together 
2. A commitment to mutual support 
3. A commitment to theological convictions 

 
The seven key theological distinctives of all Sovereign Grace churches include:  

1. Reformed Theology 
2. Gospel-Centered Doctrine and Preaching  
3. Continuationist Pneumatology 
4. Complementarian Leadership in the Church and Home  
5. Elder Governed and Elder Led Churches  
6. Church Planting, Outreach, and Global Missions  
7. Fellowship and Church Governance 

 
In addition to this we have a few key areas of intersection in matters of governance like common 
ordination standards for elders, an agreed upon judicial process to resolve disputes, support 
and coaching for church plants, and global mission endeavors.  

 


