Effective Spiritual Leaders: Israel’s Elders

I. Introduction.

A.  Before we study N.T. Elders, lets examine Israel’s rich history of Elders.

B. Will provide many practical insights for elders today.

C. Israel’s society rule by a body of elders was widespread.

1. The Elders was corporate rule.

2. Israel’s elders are mentioned some 100 times.

3. No details on organization, qualifications or appointment.

D. Lets briefly examine O.T. passages & summarize facts to help us understand N.T. elders.

E. We will look at;

1. Age and office

2. Israel’s elders

3. Elders in the monarchy

4. The prophets & Israel’s elders.

5. Elders after returning from captivity.

6. Then we will summarize.

II. Israel’s Elders age and office.

A. Originally was based on age.

1. influential men of society formed a ruling council.

B. Definition of the word Elder in different languages.

1. Hebrew.

a. Zaqen- twofold meaning;

i. Age designation

ii. Community leader.

b. Majority of O.T. use is in reference to collective body of leaders.

c. also found associated with;

i. judges.

ii. Heads.

iii. Officers

iv. Priests.

2. Greek.

a. Presbyteros- same as Hebrew

b. English translations identify the use and use older men or elders depending on context.

C. Elder is not just aged men, they were leaders.

D. O.T.  appears as a distinct social status.

1. Even through age was not a factor, maturity, experience, dignity.

III. Israel’s Elders.

A. A Council of elders while in Egypt governed Israel.

1. Exodus 3:16  Go and gather the elders of Israel together and say to them, 'The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, has appeared to me, saying, "I have observed you and what has been done to you in Egypt,  

2. Exodus 4:29-31   Then Moses and Aaron went and gathered together all the elders of the people of Israel.  [30] Aaron spoke all the words that the Lord had spoken to Moses and did the signs in the sight of the people.  [31] And the people believed; and when they heard that the Lord had visited the people of Israel and that he had seen their affliction, they bowed their heads and worshiped. 

3. They were with Moses during the confrontations with Pharaoh.

a. Exodus 3:18 And they will listen to your voice, and you and the elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt and say to him, 'The Lord, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us; and now, please let us go a three days' journey into the wilderness, that we may sacrifice to the Lord our God.' 

4. Assisted Moses with the first Passover.

a. Exodus 12:21 “Then Moses called all the elders of Israel and said to them, "Go and select lambs for yourselves according to your clans, and kill the Passover lamb.  

B. They were constant attendants and witnesses to Moses leadership in the wilderness wanderings.

1. Key role in all the important events during the wanderings.

2. Moses selected the 70 to closely assist him in leading and caring.

a. Numbers 11:16-17 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Gather for me seventy men of the elders of Israel, whom you know to be the elders of the people and officers over them, and bring them to the tent of meeting, and let them take their stand there with you.  [17] And I will come down and talk with you there. And I will take some of the Spirit that is on you and put it on them, and they shall bear the burden of the people with you, so that you may not bear it yourself alone. 

C. When entering the promise land the continued to serve Joshua.

1. A great tribute is paid to them at the close of the book of Joshua.    

a. Joshua 24:31    Israel served the Lord all the days of Joshua, and all the days of the elders who outlived Joshua and had known all the work that the Lord did for Israel. 

2. This demonstrates the influence they had on Israel while they lived.

3. They were involved in every aspect of society.

a. Making national decisions

b. Solving family problems.

D. Their failures are valuable lessons for today’s elders.

1. Defeated by the Philistines, the worst disasters in Israel’s history. 1 Samuel

a. It was the results of bad advise from the elders.

b. They were defeat by Philistines.

c. Decided to take the ark of the covenant of the Lord.

1 Samuel 4:3 And when the troops came to the camp, the elders of Israel said, "Why has the Lord defeated us today before the Philistines? Let us bring the ark of the covenant of the Lord here from Shiloh, that it may come among us and save us from the power of our enemies."  

d. They failed to see God’s chastening hand in the defeat.

i. Deut. 28:25  "The Lord will cause you to be defeated before your enemies. You shall go out one way against them and flee seven ways before them. And you shall be a horror to all the kingdoms of the earth.  

2. Elders demands for a king.

a. 1 Samuel 8:4 Then all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at Ramah 

b. 1 Samuel 8:19-20    But the people refused to obey the voice of Samuel. And they said, "No! But there shall be a king over us,  [20] that we also may be like all the nations, and that our king may judge us and go out before us and fight our battles." 

3. Failure of the Elders of Jabesh-Gilead to rely on God defeating the Ammonite army. 1 Samuel 11

a. Unbelief was their worst sin.

b. They were a nation with no heartfelt praise for God.

Psalm 107:32 Let them extol him in the congregation of the people, and praise him in the assembly of the elders. 

IV. Israel’s Monarchy.

A. The kings depended much on the elder’s cooperation fo successful rule.

1. Saul pleaded after kingdom taken away to uphold hs roay reputation before the elders.

a. 1 Samuel 15:30  Then he said, "I have sinned; yet honor me now before the elders of my people and before Israel, and return with me, that I may bow before the Lord your God." 

B. David had the closest recorded association with the elders.

1. he sought the elders’ support.

a. 1 Samuel 30:26 When David came to Ziklag, he sent part of the spoil to his friends, the elders of Judah, saying, "Here is a present for you from the spoil of the enemies of the Lord." 

2. He knew their weakness

3. He knew that he could shepherd only with their cooperation.

a. They served as David’s under shepherds.

b. Psalm 78:72 With upright heart he shepherded them and guided them with his skillful hand.

C. OT Elders closely followed the direction of their king.

1. no king better led the elders than David.

D. Absalom skillfully won their loyalty.

1. Elders broke their covenant with David.

a. 2 Samuel 17:4  And the advice seemed right in the eyes of Absalom and all the elders of Israel. 

b. 2 Samuel 17:15 Then Hushai said to Zadok and Abiathar the priests, "Thus and so did Ahithophel counsel Absalom and the elders of Israel, and thus and so have I counseled.  

2. They were even fooled by a cleaver charismatic man.

V. Israel’s Elders after Captivity.

A. Returned to the Promise Land 538 B.C.

B. Elders once again functioned as local leaders and administrators.

1. they were involved in the mixed marriage problem, Ezra 10:8, 14.

2. Elders help resolve and implement the separation procedure for the return of the foreign wives.

3. Elders were responsible for rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, Ezra 5:5,9; 6:7,8,14.

VI. Israel’s Elders responsibilities were legislated in the O.T. 

A. Six specific situations demand Elders counsel:

1. Seeing a murderer brought to Justice.

a. Deut. 19:12 “Then the elders of his city shall send and take him from there, and hand him over to the avenger of blood, so that he may die.” 

2. Protecting the manslayer in the city of refuge.

a. Joshua 20:4 He shall flee to one of these cities and shall stand at the entrance of the gate of the city and explain his case to the elders of that city. Then they shall take him into the city and give him a place, and he shall remain with them.  

3. Protecting the land from unsolved murders.

a. Deut. 21:2-4  then your elders and your judges shall come out, and they shall measure the distance to the surrounding cities.  [3] And the elders of the city that is nearest to the slain man shall take a heifer that has never been worked and that has not pulled in a yoke.  [4] And the elders of that city shall bring the heifer down to a valley with running water, which is neither plowed nor sown, and shall break the heifer's neck there in the valley.  

4. Judging the case of a rebellious son.

a. Deut. 21:19-20   then his father and his mother shall take hold of him and bring him out to the elders of his city at the gate of the place where he lives,  [20] and they shall say to the elders of his city, 'This our son is stubborn and rebellious; he will not obey our voice; he is a glutton and a drunkard.' 

5. Judging a husband’s accusation against his wife’s virginity.

a. Deut. 22:13.

6. Hearing a widow’s charge against her brother-in-law in levirate marriages.  Deu. 25:7-9.

B. Elders’ duties extended also to the entire nation:

1. Representing the congregation in he sin offering. Lev. 4:13-15

2. Reading the Law to the people. Deut. 31:9-13.

a. Elders and Priest jointly every seven years.

VII. Overview of Old Testament Elders.

A. Their importance. 

1. Israel’s oldest and most fundamental institutions.

B. Official Designation.

1. Elder is used predominantly for an official community leader like a..

a. Judge

b. Officer.

c. Prince.

d. Priest.

2. Represent a very distinct governing body of leaders, not old men.

C. Corporate Rule.

1. Elders always appear as a corporate body of community leaders. a council of leading men.

2. The structure required their work and authority to be exercised jointly, as a collective body, not individually.

3. no where is there a head elder or senior elder who rules over the eldership.

D. Family Rule.

1. Eldership is suitable to a family-oriented society like Israel

2. It represents fairly the people.

E. Tenacious Form of Self-government.

1. It can perpetuate itself under all conditions, such as captivity.

F. Honored Men.

1. Term is used in a positive way.

2. Conveys the ideas of

a. Wisdom

b. Authority

c. Veneration.

G. A Male Leadership Structure.

H. The Elders’ Role.

1. They were community leaders.

2. Men who protected.

3. Governed.

4. Administered justice.

5. They were not figureheads of advisors.

Conclusion:

