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Thought Leadership Series 

Before You Present an Elder 
A Guide for Pastors, Elder Boards, and Congregations on Selecting 
Leaders Who Are Ready to Lead and Govern 

Most churches treat elder selection as spiritual recognition, confirming character and seating a new leader, 

without fully addressing what that leader is actually being asked to do. Eldership is a governing office with 

real authority, real accountability, and real consequences when it is exercised poorly or not at all. This 

piece walks pastors, boards, and congregations through what the role truly requires, how to evaluate 

whether a candidate is ready for its full weight, and how to build an elder board that can govern when it 

matters most. 

The Weight of the Office 

Elders are not selected for what they believe. They are selected for what they are prepared to do. 

In most churches, the selection of elders is treated primarily as a spiritual recognition; a formal acknowledgment 

of a person’s character, faith, and standing within the congregation. The biblical qualifications are reviewed, prayer 

is offered, the congregation is asked to affirm, and a new elder is seated. 

What is rarely discussed in that process is what the elder is actually being asked to do. 

Eldership is not an honorific. It is a governing office with real authority, real responsibility, and real consequences 

when it is exercised poorly, or not exercised at all. An elder is not merely a spiritually mature member who sits in a 

room and offers wisdom. An elder is a member of the governing body that holds ultimate institutional authority 

over the congregation, its resources, its staff, and its direction. 

That includes authority over the Lead Pastor. 

 

Most churches present elders who are ready to be respected. Far fewer present elders who 
are ready to govern. 

What Elders Are Actually Being Asked to Do 

The gap between what most elders think they’re signing up for and what the role actually requires is 
one of the most consequential governance failures in the local church. 

Ask a typical elder candidate what the role involves, and you will hear answers about spiritual oversight, 

congregational care, prayer, and doctrinal fidelity. These are not wrong answers. But they are incomplete ones; 

and the parts that get left out are precisely the parts most likely to create institutional crisis. 

Elders are being asked to: 

• Depending on the governance structure; exercise fiduciary responsibility over the church’s financial 

decisions, including budget approval, compensation, and major expenditures 
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• Evaluate and hold accountable the Lead Pastor; the person most churches have the most deference toward 

and the least structured process for reviewing 

• Navigate governance conflicts, doctrinal disputes, and staff or congregational crises with institutional clarity, 

not just pastoral instinct 

• Make and document decisions that may be legally consequential for the organization 

• If necessary, remove the Lead Pastor from office; including against the pastor’s own wishes and the 

congregation’s initial resistance 

 

That last responsibility deserves to be said plainly, because it is almost never said at all. The elder board is the only 

body in most congregational structures with the authority and the obligation to remove a pastor who has 

disqualified themselves through moral failure, doctrinal deviation, financial misconduct, or patterns of leadership 

abuse. If the elder board is not equipped to do that; relationally, procedurally, and with the courage that 

governance requires, the congregation has no real protection. 

 

A church whose elders cannot hold the pastor accountable has not protected its 
congregation. It has exposed them. 

The Spiritual and the Structural Are Not Opposites 

Biblical qualifications establish who an elder should be. Governance readiness determines whether 
they can do what the office requires. 

The qualifications outlined in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 are not a checklist of traits to be confirmed and set aside. 

They are a description of the kind of person whose character can be trusted with the weight of the office. But 

character is the foundation, not the building. 

A man may be above reproach, the husband of one wife, temperate, self-controlled, and respected; and still be 

entirely unprepared to lead a board meeting, evaluate a pastoral compensation package, navigate a governance 

dispute with institutional clarity, or make the documented case for a leadership intervention that will reshape a 

congregation. 

The selection process for elders in most churches is heavily weighted toward the spiritual and lightly weighted 

toward the structural. Prayer, character assessment, and congregational nomination receive serious attention. 

Governance orientation, financial literacy, and accountability responsibility receive almost none. The result is elder 

boards populated with spiritually mature people who are organizationally unprepared for the most consequential 

moments the role will ask of them. 

 

Spiritual maturity qualifies a person to be an elder. It does not automatically equip them 
to govern one. 
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The Last Line of Accountability 

The elder board is not one layer of oversight among several. In most church governance structures, it 
is the only layer that matters when things go seriously wrong. 

Most churches operate with a functional assumption that accountability cascades naturally from God to pastor to 

staff to congregation. In practice, the chain is rarely that clean; and when something goes wrong at the pastoral 

level, the assumption collapses entirely. 

Staff cannot discipline the pastor who employs them. The congregation, however engaged, lacks the procedural 

authority and the institutional information to act. Outside denominational bodies, where they exist, are typically 

advisory rather than binding. That leaves the elder board, and in many cases, only the elder board, as the body 

with both the authority and the responsibility to act. 

This is not a bureaucratic observation. It is a pastoral one. Congregations that have experienced pastoral 

misconduct, financial mismanagement, leadership abuse, or sustained leadership failure almost universally report 

the same finding in retrospect: the elder board either did not know, did not act, or did not have the tools, 

relationships, or clarity of authority to do what the moment required. 

Building an elder board that is prepared for its full responsibility is not a concession to institutional thinking. It is 

one of the most important things a congregation can do to protect the people in its care. 

 

The question is not whether your elder board is spiritually faithful. The question is 
whether they are prepared for the moment when spiritual faithfulness requires 
institutional courage. 

A Diagnostic: Is Your Elder Board Built for Its Full 
Responsibility? 

These questions are not designed to be answered quickly. They are designed to surface what most 
elder selection processes never ask. 

Work through these questions as a board or a search team. The gaps they reveal are not a judgment on the 

people currently serving, they are an invitation to build the structure the role actually requires. 

 

 Does each elder candidate understand that their authority extends over the Lead Pastor, including the 

authority to remove them from office? 

 Has your board ever conducted a structured annual review of the Lead Pastor against a defined set of 

competencies and expectations? 

 If a credible concern about the Lead Pastor were raised tomorrow, does your board have a documented 

process for receiving, evaluating, and responding to it? 

 Do your elders have sufficient financial literacy to evaluate the church’s budget, compensation decisions, 

and expenditure patterns with genuine understanding? 

 Would your current elders be able to act decisively and collectively in a leadership crisis; or would relational 

loyalty, conflict avoidance, or procedural uncertainty prevent a timely response? 

 Do new elders receive any structured onboarding to the governance responsibilities of the role or are they 

expected to absorb it over time? 
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If several of these questions surface significant gaps, the issue is not the character of the people on your board. It 

is the structure of the process that put them there and the absence of governance orientation once they arrived. 

Both are fixable. Neither fixes itself. 

 

Ready to Build an Elder Board That Can Govern? 

The Before You Present an Elder Reference Guide takes the questions this overview raises and gives you the 

tools to answer them. It includes: 

• Elder candidate evaluation framework across spiritual, relational, and governance competencies 

• Biblical qualification checklist grounded in 1 Timothy 3:1–7 and Titus 1:6–9 

• Elder authority and responsibility definition document for board orientation 

• Lead pastor accountability protocol — including a documented pathway to dismissal 

• Annual elder self-assessment for ongoing governance health 

• Onboarding checklist for newly seated elders 

 

Available at stewardshipadvisors.com/resources 

This piece is part of the Stewardship Advisors Thought Leadership Series. Visit our resources page for the 

full library. 

 


