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W H I T E  P A P E R  

The Three-Board Church 
How Separating Elder, Deacon, and Trustee Authority Reduces 
Governance Conflict and Improves Long-Term Church Health 
 

 

Most church governance failures are not failures of character or leadership commitment. They are failures 

of structure: specifically, the failure to maintain clear boundaries between three governance offices that 

the New Testament describes as distinct, that church history has treated as distinct, and that 

organizational theory supports keeping distinct. 

This paper examines what those three offices are, how they tend to blur in practice, what that blurring 

costs, and how churches can build and sustain a three-board model that is both structurally sound and 

practically workable. It is written for lead pastors, governing board members, and church operations 

leaders who want to understand the governance structure questions their organizations face and address 

them before those questions become governance crises. 

This paper is part of the Stewardship Advisors library on church governance and organizational health. It 

is designed to be read alongside the Choosing Your Church Governance Structure Reference Guide and the 

related Thought Leadership Series. 
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Introduction  
A Structural Problem with a Structural Solution 

When a church enters a governance crisis, the presenting issue is almost never governance. It is a pastoral conflict, 

a financial irregularity, a disagreement between ministry leaders, a congregation losing confidence in its 

leadership, or a board that cannot agree on a course of action when it most needs to. What makes these 

situations crises rather than conflicts is almost always the same thing: the absence of a clear structural framework 

for resolving them. There is no unambiguous answer to the question of who has the authority to act. There is no 

established process for making a consequential decision under pressure. There is no clean line between the 

responsibilities of different governing bodies. The situation surfaces structural ambiguity that existed long before 

the immediate conflict, and the conflict cannot be resolved until that ambiguity is. 

The most common form of structural ambiguity in church governance is the blurring of three offices that were 

designed to be distinct: the Elder, the Deacon, and the Trustee. Each office carries distinct authority. Each is 

accountable in a distinct way. Each serves a distinct function within the congregation. When those distinctions are 

maintained, churches have a governance framework capable of handling significant pressure. When they collapse, 

as they routinely do in churches that have not deliberately built the three-board model, the governance 

framework loses exactly the capacity it most needs to have. 

This paper makes the case for the three-board structure: distinct Elder, Deacon, and Trustee bodies with clearly 

defined authority, independent accountability, and structured coordination points. It is not a brief for one polity 

tradition over another, and it does not prescribe a single governance design appropriate to all contexts. What it 

does argue is that the three offices the New Testament describes are distinct for reasons that remain 

institutionally relevant, and that churches which maintain those distinctions operate from a fundamentally 

stronger governance position than those that do not. 

 

The churches most vulnerable in a governance crisis are not usually those with bad 
leaders. They are those with unclear structures that give good leaders insufficient 
framework for governing well and insufficient protection when governing becomes 
difficult. 

Part One: The Three Offices and What Distinguishes 
Them 
What each office is, what it is not, and why the distinctions matter 

The three-board model rests on a governance structure in which authority and accountability flow through three 

distinct tiers. The Congregation holds ultimate institutional authority and is the body to which governing boards 

are accountable. The Governance and Oversight tier comprises the Elder Board, Trustee Board, and Deacon Board, 

each with distinct authority within its defined scope. The Ministry Execution tier comprises the Lead Pastor and the 

pastoral and non-pastoral staff who carry the church’s ministry into practice. 
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Tier 1: 

Ultimate Authority 

Tier 2: 

Governance and Oversight 

Tier 3: 

Ministry Execution 

Congregation 

Elder Board 

Trustee Board 

Deacon Board 

Lead Pastor 

Pastoral Staff 

Non-Pastoral Staff 

Congregation elects and holds accountable the Elder and Trustee Boards. The Deacon Board reports to the Elder 

Board. The Lead Pastor is accountable to the Elder Board. 

 

The accountability relationships in this structure are specific. The Elder Board and Trustee Board are accountable 

directly to the Congregation. The Deacon Board is accountable to the Elder Board. The Lead Pastor is accountable 

to the Elder Board, and the pastoral and non-pastoral staff are accountable to the Lead Pastor through the 

organizational structure the Lead Pastor establishes. What follows examines each governing office in the Tier 2 

layer in detail: what it is, what it is not, and why the distinctions between the three boards are not administrative 

preferences but structural necessities. 

The Elder Board: Governance Authority and Spiritual 
Accountability 

Elder authority is collective, bounded, and specifically governance authority. It is not 
operational oversight. 

The Elder Board is the church’s primary governing body. Its authority is spiritual and institutional: it provides 

oversight of doctrine and teaching, bears accountability for the congregation’s spiritual health, and holds final 

governing authority over the direction of the church. The Lead Pastor is accountable to the Elder Board. The 

church’s ministry priorities are set within the framework the Elder Board establishes. 

Three things are essential to understanding what the Elder Board is. First, elder authority is collective. Individual 

elders hold no governing authority outside the board’s deliberative process. This is not a procedural technicality. It 

is a structural safeguard. Individual elders who act as though their board membership grants them personal 

governance authority, approaching staff with directives, making commitments on behalf of the board, or asserting 

individual oversight over ministry areas, are not exercising elder authority. They are creating a governance liability. 

Second, elder authority is governance authority, not operational authority. The Elder Board sets direction; it does 

not manage operations. A board that becomes operationally involved in staff supervision, ministry logistics, or 

program management is not doing its governance job more thoroughly. It is doing a different job, one that 

belongs to the Lead Pastor and staff team, while leaving its actual governance responsibilities less attended. Elder 

boards that confuse governance with management consistently find that both suffer. 

Third, the Elder Board’s most critical function is its accountability relationship with the Lead Pastor. Whatever 

governance model a church adopts, whether the Lead Pastor serves as a voting member, an ex officio member, or 

a non-member of the Elder Board, the board must retain a clear, independent process for pastoral evaluation, 

accountability, and if necessary, removal. When that independence is compromised, the board retains the form of 

governance authority without the substance. No specific governance configuration prevents this drift. Only 

intentional structural design and regular governance discipline do.
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The Deacon Board: Servant Ministry with Defined Scope 

The Deacon Board is not a governance board. This is the most important distinction in the 
three-board model and the most consistently misapplied. 

Deacons are holders of a recognized church office described in Acts 6 and 1 Timothy 3. They are appointed 

through a qualification-based process. They bear responsibility for practical ministry and congregational care 

within a defined scope. They do not hold governing authority. They do not set policy. They do not exercise 

oversight of the Elder Board or the Lead Pastor. Their role is servant ministry, and the integrity of that role 

depends on maintaining a clear boundary between servant ministry and governance authority. 

The deacon office is distinct from the volunteer role in a specific and important way. Volunteers serve because 

they are willing and available. Deacons hold a recognized church office because they have met a defined standard 

for character, household leadership, and doctrinal integrity. They are appointed, not merely recruited. They serve 

within a structured accountability relationship, not simply as self-directed ministry participants. That distinction 

matters both for the integrity of the office and for the health of the congregation. 

In the three-board model, the Deacon Board is accountable to the Elder Board. This accountability relationship is 

specific: the Deacon Board reports to the Elder Board on its ministry activities, operates within the scope the Elder 

Board defines, and does not have independent authority to expand its role. The Elder Board, in turn, is responsible 

for ensuring that the Deacon Board has clear scope, adequate resourcing, and structured oversight. That 

relationship, when functioning properly, gives deacon ministry both freedom to serve and accountability to the 

church’s governing authority. 

 

Deacons who function without a clear scope, without defined accountability, and without 
a governing body to report to are not servant leaders. They are an unstructured authority 
waiting for a conflict to reveal why the structure mattered. 

The Trustee Board: Fiduciary Responsibility and Legal 
Stewardship 

Trustees bear personal fiduciary responsibility for the organization’s financial integrity. This 
is not a ceremonial function. 

The Trustee Board occupies a specific legal and fiduciary role that is often the least understood of the three 

offices. In most states, the Trustee Board or its equivalent holds legal title to the church’s real and personal 

property. Trustees bear personal fiduciary responsibility for the organization’s financial integrity. Budget approval, 

financial controls, audit oversight, insurance, legal compliance, and risk management sit within the Trustee Board’s 

authority. 

Trustees who approve a budget without adequate review, who allow financial controls to lapse, or who fail to act 

on known financial irregularities may bear personal legal liability for the consequences. That personal liability is 

not theoretical. It attaches to the individuals who hold the role, regardless of whether those individuals fully 

understood what they were accepting when they agreed to serve. The trustee role deserves to be filled with 

people who understand what they are agreeing to, not simply with reliable volunteers who are willing to sign 

documents. 

The Trustee Board makes no ministry decisions. It does not determine the church’s doctrinal commitments, set the 

direction of pastoral ministry, or evaluate the Lead Pastor’s spiritual leadership. Those functions belong to the 
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Elder Board. What the Trustee Board determines is whether the church is meeting its legal and fiduciary 

obligations, whether its financial controls are adequate, and whether the institutional framework that supports 

ministry is sound. Like the Elder Board, the Trustee Board is accountable to the Congregation. The two boards are 

independent of each other within their respective domains, and that independence is not a complication to be 

minimized. It is a structural protection that serves both boards and the congregation they serve. 

Part Two: How the Three Offices Blur and What It 
Costs 
The consolidation impulse, the six patterns of governance blurring, and the 
compounding cost of structural ambiguity 

The Consolidation Impulse 

Churches do not usually set out to blur the boundaries between offices. They consolidate because consolidation is 

efficient, because trust among founding leaders makes formal distinctions feel unnecessary, and because the 

organizational complexity that would make those distinctions essential has not yet arrived. 

A church plant with a founding pastor and four trusted elders who are also serving as trustees does not 

experience governance dysfunction in its early years. Everyone knows everyone. Decisions are made by people 

who share history, mission, and mutual accountability. The relational fabric substitutes effectively for structural 

differentiation. Governance works not because the structure is well-designed but because the relationships are 

strong. 

That relational governance model has a natural lifespan. As the church grows, adding staff, expanding programs, 

increasing budget, acquiring property, and developing more complex ministry relationships, the relational fabric 

that made informal governance work stretches thin. The same five people who governed effectively at 80 cannot 

govern the same way at 300. The decisions are more consequential, the stakeholders more numerous, the 

complexity genuinely greater. The informal trust that once substituted for structural clarity no longer can. And the 

church that did not build structural clarity while it was easy will need to build it after the deficit has already 

produced consequences. That is a significantly more difficult project. 

 

A church that has never deliberately chosen its governance structure has still chosen one. 
It has simply chosen it by accident and will live with the consequences of that accident 
until it chooses more carefully. 
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Six Patterns of Governance Blurring 

The following patterns represent the most common configurations in which the boundaries 
between Elder, Deacon, and Trustee authority collapse. They are presented not as failures of 
character but as predictable structural outcomes of governance systems that were not 
designed with sufficient intentionality. 

Pattern 1: Elder-Trustee Consolidation Without Fiduciary Competence 

When the Elder Board absorbs the trustee function, elders become responsible for fiduciary oversight they were 

not selected for and may not be equipped to provide. The qualification standard for elders addresses character, 

teaching ability, household leadership, and doctrinal integrity. It does not address financial competence, legal 

literacy, or risk management capacity. A board selected on elder qualifications and handed fiduciary responsibility 

may fulfill that responsibility adequately when everything is normal and inadequately precisely when it matters 

most. 

The governance concern in this pattern is not that elders cannot understand financial matters. Many can. It is that 

the board as a whole was not constituted for that purpose, that there is no independent check between spiritual 

governance and financial governance, and that the same body setting ministry direction is also the body 

responsible for ensuring that direction is financially sound. When those two functions are in tension, as they 

routinely are in real ministry decisions, there is no structural mechanism for managing that tension independently. 

Pattern 2: Deacons Functioning as a Second Governing Body 

When the Deacon Board begins exercising governance authority, asserting influence over pastoral direction, 

expressing institutional positions on ministry decisions, or positioning itself as a representative voice in 

governance, it creates a parallel power center within the church’s institutional structure. This pattern is especially 

common in churches with a congregational polity history that placed deacons in a governance-adjacent role. The 

historical memory of deacon governance authority persists long after formal governance documents have 

reassigned that authority elsewhere. 

Deacons and elders in these contexts often hold sincere but incompatible beliefs about what the deacon role 

entitles them to. The conflict between those beliefs is not resolvable through relationship management. It requires 

a structural clarification that defines with specificity what the Deacon Board’s authority is and what it is not, along 

with governing documents that make that clarification enforceable rather than merely aspirational. 

Pattern 3: Trustee Overreach into Ministry Decisions 

The Trustee Board’s fiduciary authority is specific and bounded. Trustees govern the church’s legal and financial 

integrity. They do not govern the church’s ministry direction. When a Trustee Board expands its scope beyond 

fiduciary oversight, requiring elder approval of decisions that should be pastoral, conditioning financial 

authorization on ministry direction it prefers, or creating a de facto veto over pastoral decisions, it is exercising 

authority it does not hold. 

This pattern develops without anyone intending it. A Trustee Board that appropriately scrutinizes a capital 

expenditure begins scrutinizing the ministry rationale behind it. A board that legitimately manages financial 

controls begins managing financial decisions that belong to ministry leadership. The scope creep is gradual and 

often well-intentioned. The structural consequence is a Trustee Board that has acquired veto authority over 

ministry decisions while remaining formally insulated from accountability for the ministry outcomes those 

decisions affect. 
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Pattern 4: Elder Operational Creep 

Elder boards are governance bodies, not operational oversight bodies. When elders become involved in staff 

supervision, program logistics, ministry evaluation, or operational management, they are not governing more 

thoroughly. They are substituting governance for management in a way that undermines both. An Elder Board 

that functions as an operational supervisor provides staff with two lines of authority, the Lead Pastor and 

individual elders, that frequently conflict. It pulls elders out of their governance role and into a management role 

for which board service is not an appropriate vehicle. 

Elder operational creep is often a symptom of boards that have not defined clearly what their governance work 

actually is. Boards that do not know what their governance agenda should be fill the vacuum with management. 

The result is an overinvolved board and an underserved governance function, along with a Lead Pastor who 

cannot lead the staff team with the clarity that effective ministry requires. 

Pattern 5: The Elder-Deacon Hybrid 

Some churches, seeking to incorporate broader congregational voice in governance, position deacons as the 

representative mechanism for that voice. Deacons are elected by or from the congregation. They meet regularly. 

They develop institutional positions. They communicate with the congregation about governance matters. In 

practice, they function as a governance body with congregational legitimacy and no clear jurisdictional boundary 

against the Elder Board. 

This arrangement creates a governance structure in which the formally designated governing board shares 

governance authority with a body whose formal role is servant ministry. The authority lines between them are 

unclear. The decision-making process is unclear. When the two bodies disagree, as they inevitably will on matters 

of genuine institutional consequence, there is no structural mechanism for resolving the disagreement. The 

conflict becomes a governance crisis not because the leaders are unwilling to resolve it but because the structure 

provides no legitimate path for resolution. 

Pattern 6: Pastoral Concentration of All Three Functions 

The most structurally fragile church governance configuration is one in which the Lead Pastor functions as the 

effective holder of elder, trustee, and operational authority simultaneously. The board exists on paper. It meets. It 

deliberates. But the pastor’s influence over board composition, board deliberation, and board decision-making is 

so substantial that independent governance judgment is largely theoretical. 

This configuration does not require any specific wrongdoing to produce. It emerges naturally in founder-led 

churches where the pastor’s vision, relationships, and institutional knowledge genuinely exceed the board’s, and 

where the board’s natural deference to pastoral leadership gradually becomes structural dependence. The board 

stops exercising independent judgment not because it is prohibited from doing so but because it has stopped 

believing its independent judgment is necessary. The governance consequence is a church whose institutional 

health is entirely dependent on a single leader’s character, judgment, and longevity. It functions well when the 

leader is healthy. It is catastrophically fragile when the leader is not. 

What Governance Blurring Costs 

Each of these patterns carries a specific cost, and that cost compounds over time. The immediate cost is 

accountability. When governance authority is unclear, accountability is unclear. The Lead Pastor who is 

accountable to a board that depends on the pastor’s own influence is not meaningfully accountable. The Deacon 

Board that exercises governance authority it has not been granted cannot be held accountable for outcomes 

outside its formal scope. The Trustee Board that has overreached into ministry decisions owns consequences it 

cannot publicly acknowledge. 
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The intermediate cost is decision quality. Governance systems that are structurally ambiguous make worse 

decisions under pressure than structurally clear systems do. The clarity required to act decisively in a crisis cannot 

be improvised. It has to be built into the structure before the crisis arrives. Churches that face a governance 

challenge without a clear structural framework for resolving it do not merely face a harder situation. They face a 

situation that the absence of structure has made genuinely more difficult to resolve than it would otherwise have 

been. 

The long-term cost is institutional resilience. Churches with clear governance structures navigate transitions, 

pastoral, financial, and organizational, more successfully than churches without them. The distinction between 

churches that survive a governance challenge and churches that are undone by one is not usually the severity of 

the challenge. It is the presence or absence of a structural framework capable of managing it. Governance clarity is 

not built in crisis. It is built in advance, or it is not available when it is most needed. 

Part Three: Building and Sustaining the Three-Board 
Model 
Defining boundaries, governing documents, and matching structure to organizational 
stage 

Defining What Each Board Owns 

A functional three-board model begins with a clear, documented definition of what each board owns exclusively, 

what each board shares with others, and how decisions that cross board lines get made. Without that 

documentation, the three-board model is a design without a foundation. The informal agreements that substitute 

for documentation work as long as the people who hold those agreements remain in their roles. They do not 

survive transitions. 

The Elder Board owns: spiritual oversight and doctrinal integrity; the accountability relationship with the Lead 

Pastor; the church’s governance framework and constitutional compliance; the affirmation process for governance 

leadership; and the church’s long-term mission direction. 

The Trustee Board owns: legal title to property and assets; approval of the annual budget and significant 

financial commitments; financial controls and audit oversight; legal compliance and risk management; and the 

financial accountability of the organization. 

The Deacon Board owns: the execution of practical ministry within its defined scope; congregational care 

functions assigned to it by the Elder Board; accountability for deacon ministry to the Elder Board; and the integrity 

of the deacon office itself. 

Coordination points, decisions that require participation from more than one board, should be defined explicitly in 

the governing documents. Major capital expenditures, significant governance changes, and pastoral transitions are 

predictable coordination points. They should be scripted in advance, not improvised when they arise. 

What the Governing Documents Must Establish 

A three-board model without adequate governing documents is a design without a foundation. The documents 

do not create the structure. They make the structure enforceable when it is under pressure, which is the only time 

enforcement matters. For each governing body, the documents must establish: the scope of its authority, the 

limits of that authority, the process for selecting and affirming its members, the quorum and voting requirements 
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for decisions, the process for resolving disputes between bodies, and the conditions under which the 

congregation’s authority supersedes the board’s. 

Conflict resolution provisions deserve particular attention. The most common governing document failure is not 

the absence of authority definitions but the absence of a clear process for resolving disputes between governing 

bodies. When the Elder Board and Trustee Board disagree about a decision that touches both of their authorities, 

the governing documents should define who has the authority to resolve that disagreement and how. Without 

that provision, inter-board conflicts become congregational conflicts by default, a predictable and avoidable 

outcome. 

Sizing the Three-Board Structure to the Church’s Stage 

The three-board model is not appropriate for every church at every stage. The relevant question is whether the 

church’s complexity has reached the level at which structural differentiation produces more governance benefit 

than coordination cost. For most churches, that threshold arrives somewhere between 150 and 300 in average 

attendance, or whenever the financial and operational complexity of the organization reaches a level at which a 

single governing body cannot give both spiritual governance and fiduciary oversight the independent attention 

each requires. 

Churches that have not yet reached that threshold should build their current governance structure with the three-

board model in mind. Establishing role definitions in governing documents that anticipate future structural 

differentiation, even if the differentiated structure is not yet operationally necessary, produces a significantly easier 

transition when the time comes. The church that has clearly defined what the trustee function is, even when elders 

are currently performing it, will transition to a separate Trustee Board far more smoothly than the church that has 

made no such distinctions. 

Churches that have already passed that threshold without having built the three-board model should treat 

structural reform as a governance priority, not a future project. The transition from a consolidated to a 

differentiated model is not simple. It requires governing document revision, role redefinition, and careful 

communication with the congregation about why the change is being made and what it does and does not affect. 

Churches that have navigated this transition successfully have done so through deliberate, sequenced work 

guided by clear goals, not through organizational reorganization undertaken in response to a crisis. 

Part Four: A Diagnostic for Governing Boards 
Questions designed to surface structural ambiguity before it produces consequences 

The following questions are designed for use by Elder Boards, Trustee Boards, and senior pastoral leadership 

working through them together. They are intended to surface structural ambiguity before it produces 

consequences, not after. Work through them as a complete governance leadership team. The goal is not to 

evaluate individuals but to assess the structure within which individuals are being asked to lead. 

On Role Clarity 

• Can each board member define clearly what their board’s authority is and, equally, what it is not? Or are those 

lines assumed rather than defined? 

• Are there decisions currently being made by one board that arguably belong to another? Are there matters 

that no board owns clearly because the lines between boards are not defined precisely enough? 

• If a visitor attended your board meetings for a month, would they observe each board doing its distinct 

governance work, or would they find the functions harder to distinguish than the titles suggest? 
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On Accountability 

• Is the accountability relationship between the Lead Pastor and the Elder Board unambiguous? Does every 

board member understand it the same way, and does the pastor? 

• Is there any person in the church’s governance structure who is accountable to a body they also have 

significant influence over? Has that circular structure been addressed, or simply accepted? 

• Does the Trustee Board exercise its fiduciary authority independently of the Elder Board’s ministry 

preferences? Could it, if the situation required? 

On the Deacon Board 

• Is the Deacon Board’s authority and scope clearly defined and clearly distinct from the Elder Board’s 

governance authority? Is that definition documented? 

• Do deacons understand the boundary between their servant ministry function and governance authority, and 

do they operate within it consistently? 

• Is the Deacon Board’s accountability relationship to the Elder Board functioning in practice, with regular 

reporting and defined oversight? Or do deacons operate largely without formal accountability? 

On Structural Readiness 

• Are your governing documents specific enough to define what happens when the Elder Board and Trustee 

Board disagree about a decision that touches both of their authorities? 

• Is your governance structure adequate for the complexity your church operates with today and for the 

complexity you anticipate over the next three to five years? 

• If a significant governance challenge arose tomorrow, a pastoral concern, a financial irregularity, a serious 

conflict between governing bodies, does your structure give someone clear authority to act? Does everyone 

know who that is? 

 

Churches that work through these questions and find significant ambiguity in the answers have identified a 

governance priority. The structural clarity these questions are designed to surface is buildable. The time to build it 

is before it is urgently needed. 

Conclusion 

Structure in Service of Mission 

The three-board church is not governance complexity for its own sake. It is structural clarity in service of 

institutional health, and institutional health in service of mission. Churches that build and maintain clear 

boundaries between Elder, Deacon, and Trustee authority consistently demonstrate greater governance resilience 

than churches that do not. They navigate pastoral transitions more predictably. They manage financial challenges 

with more institutional independence. They resolve significant internal conflicts through structural processes 

rather than relational attrition. 

This is not because structure is more important than character, or because the right governance design can 

compensate for poor leadership. It cannot. What structure does is create the conditions within which good 

character and good leadership can be exercised effectively, and within which the inevitable failures of character 

and leadership can be addressed without institutional catastrophe. 

The offices of Elder, Deacon, and Trustee were not designed as administrative categories to be collapsed 

whenever simplicity was preferred. Each carries a distinct authority, a distinct accountability, and a distinct function 
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within the body. Churches that honor those distinctions, in their governing documents, in their board 

composition, in their decision-making processes, and in the disciplines of their board leadership, build the 

institutional foundation that makes sustained, faithful ministry possible. 

 

The governance structure a church builds is not a constraint on its mission. It is the 
institutional foundation on which its mission either stands or does not. 

 

Related Resources from Stewardship Advisors 

This white paper is part of the Stewardship Advisors library on church governance and organizational health. 

Readers working through the governance structure questions raised here will find additional depth in the 

following resources: 

• Choosing Your Church Governance Structure (Thought Leadership Series): an overview of the three 

defining governance variables and six primary governance models 

• Choosing Your Church Governance Structure Reference Guide: six model profiles, a comparison 

matrix, a structure-by-size guide, and the constitutional framework every model requires 

• Before You Present an Elder: qualification standards and the selection process for the elder office 

• Before You Start a Deacon Ministry: structural clarity and accountability design for the deacon office 

• The Trustee Role: the fiduciary responsibilities and legal weight of trustee service 

• The Church Constitution and Bylaws: what governing documents must contain to make any 

governance model function under pressure 

 

All resources are available at stewardshipadvisors.co/resources 

 


