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The eldership in the "Main Street" congregation was in disarray. The majority of three men was generally of one mind as to the congregation's purpose and direction. However, the minority of one elder actively opposed their leadership efforts. Not only was he personally uncooperative, he contacted others in the church, encouraging them to oppose and even subvert any new directions. In frustration, the three elders asked the fourth to resign. He refused, saying that as all elders are equal biblically, no one, even other elders, could remove him. The turmoil continues.


Regrettably, variations of this hypothetical impasse are occurring in a number of our congregations. The gridlock may take different forms. In some cases the elders divide equally along theological, stylistic, philosophical, ideological, or issue-related lines - one-to-one, three-to-three, or whatever. At times, when strong wills are involved, there is no way to break the tie. In other cases, elders as a group and deacons as a group deadlock. In still other situations, some minority controls the majority by attitudes, behaviors, threats, or appeals based on a weaker conscience. More and more frequently, contributions are withheld in an effort to control issues or directions.


In such circumstances, the outreach of the church and the morale of the congregation deteriorate. Such self-willed actions stunt growth and promote escalating conflict. Mistrust and cynicism abound. 


In human relationships, the concept of trust can be pictured as a stool, with trust (the seat) being supported by three legs – integrity, openness, and accountability. As long as all three legs are intact, the seat will be stable. But if one or more of the legs are missing, sitting can become very difficult.


Although integrity and openness are vital, a common thread in the deadlocks mentioned above is the lack of mutual accountability. Mutual submission is AWOL in these examples, and self-will is rampant. Self-will can be reined in only by accountability to others. Each of us has a bountiful supply of human blind spots, which can only be identified by the open objectivity of significant others.

Biblical Accountability


Our patterns of leadership accountability in churches of Christ are in need of reexamination. Biblically, we have correctly identified a leadership pattern that calls for a plurality of spiritual men who unselfishly serve the church as shepherds of souls, as taught in Hebrews 13:17: “For they are keeping watch over your souls” (RSV).


However, the continuation of this verse, “as men who will have to give account,” has at times been unconsciously interpreted to mean that the body of the church is accountable to the elders, but there is no countervailing accountability of the elders to the church.


This viewpoint is unconsciously reinforced when elders become self-perpetuating as to their tenure as shepherds. In many congregations, it is the unwritten policy that once a man is selected to be an elder, he serves for the remainder of his life, unless he chooses to resign. Generally, serving elders are never reevaluated or reaffirmed, even though many years pass and, due to normal turnover, many in the current congregation had no part in naming the elder as their shepherd.


Further, in many congregations, the final approval or rejection of new elders is effectively controlled by the serving elders. The congregation often nominates the new candidates, but the serving elders screen the nominees and effectively control the final outcome. Many good elders have been selected by methods such as this, but the process itself can be viewed by members of the congregation (who already may not fully trust the elders) as self-perpetuating. The tragic outcome in all of this is that trust is eroded, and cynicism and mistrust flourish.

The Shepherds Act to Benefit the Sheep

Healthy accountability of leaders is taught in the Old Testament in the book of Ezekiel. The use of the shepherd/ flock metaphor in chapter 34 clearly teaches that the actions of the shepherd should always be for the benefit of the sheep. The prophet condemns the shepherds of Israel, who ate the fat, clothed themselves with the wool, and slaughtered the fatlings – all for their own benefit. This is a pattern of reverse accountability involving self-interest, with minimum feeding, seeking, or healing.


Jesus extends this same metaphor in John 10, where the good shepherd is described as protecting, knowing, and feeding the flock. Then in John 10:11, he tells of the ultimate accountability: “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (RSV).

The Church is the Final Arbiter


The New Testament teaches that the congregation as a whole has the final responsibility to resolve disputes involving relational matters. In Matthew 18:15-17, the well-known teaching by Jesus on interrelational conflict-resolution depicts the church as the final arbiter. In our churches today, the role of final disciplinary determinant is rarely, if ever, assumed by the church.


Further, this same final accountability is demonstrated in Paul’s teaching in I Timothy 5:17-22. in a passage that discusses both positive and negative aspects of serving as an elder, the final step in the discipline of a recalcitrant elder is a rebuke before the entire church, similar to the final recourse in Matthew 18.

Elders Are Accountable to One Another


In Paul’s discourse to the elders of Ephesus in Acts 20, he also teaches that there is to be mutual accountability within the eldership itself. Paul charged them in verse 28 to “take heed to yourselves.” “Yourselves” being plural, his exhortation to the elder could well be that they not only be self-examining, but also accountable to one another and to the group itself. This idea is reinforced in verse 29, where Paul warns that false teachers would arise from “among your own selves.” He teaches that there is to be accountability between the elders as a group; and any elder who might be turning into a “fierce wolf” must not be allowed to teach falsely.


It is very important in our churches today that each individual elder is accountable to and in submission to the other elders. Each man is a spiritual sheep under the spiritual oversight of the other elders as a group. In this model, bad attitudes can be gently corrected, incorrect theology can be discussed and addressed, and improper behaviors controlled. Self-will can be minimized by the realization of the seriousness of Peter’s behavioral prohibition in I Peter 5:3, where an elder is not to domineer over the flock. Domineering behavior is a major sign of both self-will and a lack of accountability. J.B. Phillips, in his paraphrase of the New Testament, translates the passage as forbidding elders to be “little tin gods,” a vivid picture of nonaccountability.

The Outcome of Reverse Accountability


In some congregations, an insidious outcome of the reversed accountability patter is that elders patronize and condescend to the congregation, adopting a “we always know best, and we will make your decisions for you” attitude. Elders, as mature Christians, should be able to make good decisions most of the time. However, when elders believe that they represent final accountability, elders tend to make all significant decisions. Christians in the congregation feel little ownership of the decisions that the elders have made. In a voluntary organization, such as the church, people without ownership in the decision-making process opt out, even when good decisions have been made, either by noninvolvement or actual withdrawal.

The Transition to Health Accountability


How can a healthy relationship be established in which elders are accountable to the congregation? The transition should not be sudden, but a series of open, cooperative steps.

Teach the Concept of Biblical Accountability


A desirable first step might be to begin discussion studies with the congregation on the concept of biblical accountability.


Some Christians do not want to be accountability monitors, and from long years of allowing elders to make all decisions, they do not feel that a different model is scriptural. A study of Acts can show that the early Christians responded to every opportunity to be involved and willingly undertook responsibility.

Establish Mutual Accountability Within the Eldership


 An early objective may be to establish mutual accountability within the eldership itself. After study and discussion, the group of elders can mutually covenant that each man will submit to a consensus of the other elders. If requested by this consensus, each elder pre-agrees to resign quietly, without creating a conflict. This covenant may be renewed every time new men are added to the eldership. The congregation should be openly informed of these mutual understandings.

