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Chapter Three 

Division of Duties in The Early Church 

This chapter traces the use of the term elder as described in chapter two by the 

Greek words, presbuteros and episcopos, (elder and bishop) in the period immediately 

following the apostles. Needham states "If the age of the apostles was a time of 

pioneering enthusiasm and freshness, then the age of the apostolic father's was a time of 

settling down, consolidating, and preserving the teachings and tradition of the apostles."l 

These men who greatly influenced the church probably knew some of the apostles 

personally. This age is called the period of the apostolic fathers because of their 

association with those who knew Christ in the flesh. The leading church fathers that 

followed the apostolic father will also be examined in the period of the growth of the 

monarchial bishops. 

The men examined in this period that occupied leadership positions are more 

difficult to define with regard to the position of the elders. With the founding of the 

church by the apostles the emphasis was centered on spreading the gospel message, in 

keeping with the great commission. (Matthew 28:19). As the apostles preached and many 

believed, it became evident that the synagogue no longer provided a place for the work of 

Christ's kingdom to develop. The records in the Acts of the Apostles (14, 15, 20) indicate 

the apostles called for the setting apart of elders (presbuteroi). Paul followed his 

instruction on setting these men apart to this office by setting forth necessary 

qualifications (I Timothy 3:1-7; and Titus 1:5-9). This seems to have been intended as a 
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The third letter, Epistle to Traillans, is much like the one already examined. The 

one issue that surfaces here very distinctly is found in the words "for without these three 

orders no church has any right to the name." Ignatius makes his position as a bishop clear 

in these words "I am measuring my words here, out of love for you, ... if it were not that 

as a condemned prisoner I have not thought myself entitled to use the peremptory tone of 

an Apostle." He further states that any action taken without the clear guidance of the 

bishop is wrong. "In other words, nobody's conscience can be clean if he is acting 

without the authority of his bishop, clergy, and deacons." The final emphasis on the 

bishop's position is stated when he emphasizes that everything must be done to ensure 

the bishop's "peace of mind."23 

Ignatius' letter to the Romans has no reference to a bishop. As he is being taken to 

Rome he is obviously overcome with thoughts of his impending martyrdom. This letter is 

to inform them of his coming. Maxwell Staniforth who translated the letters states in a 

footnote that Clement had established a highly developed order of Government in 

Rome.24 

In Ignatius' Epistle to the Philadelphians, he declares that their bishop is to be 

respected because Jesus Christ has given him this office. "It was conferred upon him by 

the love of God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ." 2srn this letter the authority over 

the teachings of the church has been given to the bishop, stating "where the shepherd is, 

their follow as sheep."26 The whole tone of letter demands that the bishop be given an 

elevated position of respect by all. 

The Epistle to Smyrnaeans goes even further in regard to the bishop's authority. 

It places the authority of dispensing the Eucharist with the bishop only. Only if he is 

unable to perform this service should another person be allowed to dispense the 

sacrament. This can only be done with his blessing. "He that honoureth the bishop is 

honoured of God; he that doeth ought without the knowledge of the bishop rendereth 

service to the devil."27 This letter is concluded with reference to his position being that of 

a saint. This kind of reference separates him from all governors and the people in the 

church. 
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When Ignatius wrote to Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, it is obvious that he is a 

young man and needed support to exercise authority. He wrote "See that nothing is ever 

done without consulting you, and do nothing yourself without consulting God - as I am 

sure you never do. Take a firm stand."28 

Ignatius' letter to the churches and Polycarp, on his way to Rome make it clear 

that by this time the three levels of government have been recognized. The reference to 

one bishop in each letter or church makes it clear that the apostles were replaced with an 

ecclesiastical hierarchy. There is no reference to this in our New Testament letters that 

were later declared to be part of the canon of Scripture. 

Polycarp begins his letter recognizing the presbyters. This distinguishes him from 

Ignatius who addressed his letters to the bishop mainly. In Clement's letter it is difficult 

to determine if he really recognized bishops as differing from presbyters. Polycarp's 

letter is of a personal nature that deploys harmony with the presbyters in Smyrna and 

desires this kind of harmony in Philippi. He requires the Philippians to honor their 

presbyters and deacons. One warning given to the church was to guard themselves 

against love of money, which was the downfall of one of them. With this he addressed 

the two offices of presbyter and deacon directing them to the work that was required of 

them. Yet he does not give definite direction to the deacons.29 

Monarchial Bishops 

To understand the government of the church of this period one thing is clear, there 

is no definite rule on authority. Clement is vague and yet appears to present two levels of 

government. Ignatius wrote many letters. Each recognized the position of a bishop along 

with presbyters who seem to be called clergy in some letters. Along with this, deacons 

are named. 

Harry Boer recognizes a development of bishop as a distinct office by the time of 

Ignatius. He calls him in some instances the "leading elder" and also "head of all the 

church in the city."30 By this time a monarchial bishop's form of church government 

appeared in Antioch, Smyrna and Ephesus. 



If""" .. .. .. 
• 
• .. ... .. .. .. .. 
• • • • • .. 
• • • 
• .. 
• • 
• --.. --------------.. .. 

·---------------------------

39 

There were probable reasons for this emergence of power in a single person. One 

person may have been more gifted than others. He took the lead and others simply 

became followers. It is to be noted that persecution of the church could have established 

this trend. Another reason for a bishop taking charge was to have a single voice to 

combat heresy in the teachings. Another reason was the centralizing of authority for 

discipline. This individual would be responsible for correspondence between the 

churches. So one leader gradually took control. This bishop would be a single voice 

under persecution and under siege from heretics, and one voice to combat false teaching . 

It seems that the apostles have long been forgotten since few would have 

remembered them. Bishop Lightfoot speaks of the presbyters as "presbyters must be 

compassionate." 31 He seems to designate to these presbyters the office of distributing to 

the needs of the congregation. This is similar to the office of the seven referred to in Acts 

6:1-7 . 

Out of this development appears three levels of governors - bishops, elders and 

deacons. With the monarchial bishop came the metropolitan bishop as well. This 

individual was given authority over a province or territory. There were five single city 

bishops recognized. They were Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and after 

451, Jerusalem. At this time the bishop of Rome was made the head of the bishops in the 

western part of the church and called the Pope. 32 

Having recognized the above we must examine the documents from 150 to about 

400 A.D. to see the unifying of the western church under Rome. Cyprian (200-258) was 

recognized as the bishop who fully developed the office. He declared "where the bishop 

is, there is the church."33 It was Cyprian that declared the doctrine of "Apostolic 

Succession." His view was for bishops to be elected who would hold office with equal 

authority. 34 

In 251, a church counsel of bishops was convened. The issue concerned lapsed 

Christians due to persecution. The bishops declared, they only had the authority to settle 

this dispute. This makes it clear that the authority once given the presbyters (elders) has 

now been removed. 
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recognize another class of elders as governments (governors) based on Romans 12:5 and 

I Corinthians 12:28. Here the terms used to describe ministers (Presbyters, Bishops) are 

not mentioned. These· governors Calvin states are the elected congregational 

representatives. There were definitely venerable men elected to office . 

P.C. Campbell proceeds to state that the reformers in the confessions nowhere 

equate the minister and elder as officers from the same scriptures. Campbell calls 

Calvin's theory unfortunate. The only scriptures to warrant the office of rulers are 

Romans 12:8 and I Corinthians 12:28. These passages speak of teachers but conclude by 

referring to another office called governments. He furthers his argument based on Acts 

15:23 where brethren joined the apostles and elders of Jerusalem. He also includes the 

incident where brethren are present to receive the first Gentiles into the church (Acts 

10:23, 11:12). In this scripture, brethren share publicly in the ecclesiastical affairs along 

with Peter. He proceeds to separate the scriptures used to prove the office of ruling elder 

from teaching elder and declares two distinct offices. I Timothy 5: 17 was an untenable 

proof for these reasons. His first premise states that no evidence was found to see a 

division of qualifications and duties in this scripture. There was no hint of a division of 

persons in this text. He further states that Calvin did not make all presbyters, elders. He 

limits its use to that of ministers of the gospel. Campbell claims, to make all elders 

presbyters, was to return to the bishop's authority, so an ecclesiastical hierarchy returns . 

The equality of bishop and presbyter must be maintained. Yet this office must not be 

assumed to include ruling elders. Then the congregation would not be justly represented . 

Also all these elders would have same rights as ministers. This was recognized by the 

order of the Westminster Confession that refused to accept Calvin's views. If all hold the 

same ordination then another problem is created. Why are they not allowed to carry out 

the same functions? To argue that some presbyters in the early church did not teach, and 

were constituted elders is attempting to create an authority with a weak argument. All 

presbyters are to be teachers. Teaching is a distinct office and does not lend itself to being 

divided into two offices, one public and another private. So Campbell concludes by 

refuting the one office and two functions in favor of the two-office view. This finds his 






















































































