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Scripture presents a poignant metaphor to describe the Church: the flock of God. In any attempt to codify biblical teaching on the role of a pastor, we would do well to keep in mind that a pastor, i.e. a leader of the flock, is a shepherd. Paul, in his exhortation to the Ephesian elders [Acts 20:28] stressed that the purpose of leadership was to shepherd the church of God. Our Lord exemplified Himself as the good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep. Leadership of the flock is a stewardship from God [Acts 20:28 – ‘…the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers’; 1 Pet 5:3 – ‘…those entrusted to you’] and Christ is the Chief Shepherd [1 Pet 5:4]. This serves to remind us that pastoral ministry is not self-inflicted authoritarian drudgery but a divine calling to passionate and sacrificial care for God’s people. All pastoral responsibilities should be viewed through the lens of shepherding.


Having said this, the role of a shepherd is multifaceted. One cannot define a pastor’s role as just one thing. Unlike a compartmentalized view of Church leadership where pastoral roles are separated from leadership roles, Scripture prescribes various functions to a single position. While some facets of this position may be more prominent than others, it is important to realize that the whole is the sum of its parts. In other words, as defined by Scripture a pastor has been assigned many roles that are interconnected. In this study, the role of a pastor has been broadly categorized into three areas: leadership roles, equipping roles and protecting roles, for the aim of presenting every person mature in Christ [Col 1:28].
I. Leadership Roles

Scripture is clear that while a pastor is a steward of God’s church, he has been put in a position of authority over the flock. There is a divinely authorized leadership structure in the body of Christ. Two titles flesh out this leadership role:

1. Elder. (presbuteros) While this term can refer to a broad array of ideas related to pastoral ministry, 1 Peter 5:1-4 and 1 Timothy 5:17-20 give us a foundation to specifically understand a shepherd’s role as an elder:

a. Authority: An elder [1 Tim 5:17] provides effective leadership but is not authoritarian [1 Pet 5:3 not lording it over the flock]. Elders are authorized to make Biblical decisions that involve the whole local body – it is important that the flock realizes the need to submit to its God-given leadership [Heb 13:17] but essential that elders do not overstep their authority. 

b. Shared Leadership: To provide for accountability and balance with regard to authority we see in Scripture an assumption that an elder is appointed from the congregation as one among many proven men leading a congregation. Starting with the twelve Apostles, we see a pattern of co-leadership that is later emulated throughout the early Church [e.g. Acts 15:2; 1 Tim 5:17; James 5:14 – elders]. 

2. Overseer. (episkopos) Scripture [1 Pet 5:4] commands leaders to exercise oversight over the flock. This connotes broad vision: an overseer [Phil 1:1; Tit 1:7] is one who can develop short and long term spiritual goals for a congregation and is able to organize resources and people to accomplish those goals. In a sense, a pastor needs to develop management skills to be able to direct people to the task at hand, to be able to identify lacks, and to delegate responsibility so that not one person or group of people alone is assigned the work of ministry.

II. Equipping Roles

Paul in his letter to the Ephesians states the purpose of pastoral ministry: [Eph 4:12ff] To equip the saints to do the work of ministry – a pastor gives his flock the necessary tools so that they themselves can be involved in ministry. The direct result is that the body is built up [v12] into unity of the faith (a oneness of doctrine) and depth of intimacy with Christ through His Word [v13] into a reflection of the character of Christ, which is maturity. In essence, a pastor carefully passes on the baton by equipping his flock so that others, both in leadership [2 Tim 2:2] as well as from the congregation [Col 3:16] can ably advance the work of ministry. The instigator and basis of this process is the continuous proclamation of God’s Word [Eph 4:11]. There are three facets to the shepherd’s role in proclaiming Scripture:

1. Teacher. (didaskalos) [Eph 4:11] A teacher is an instructor – one who directs people in the counsel of Scripture, and who shows people the way of salvation. Like a shepherd would with his sheep, a teacher feeds his flock; he nourishes them with deep thoughts of God found in His Word. Scripture and instruction go hand in hand [Rom 15:4].
2. Preacher. (kerux) Teaching in the church does not stand alone – preaching comes on the heels of teaching. A preacher is a herald who conveys the message of God to the people of God. This involves more than mere instruction. In 2 Timothy 4:2 Paul commanded Timothy to take the all-sufficient inerrant Word of God and preach it with confidence. Preaching involves:
a. Driving teaching home to the affections: Preaching takes doctrine and affects the minds and hearts of listeners. It takes instruction and forces a response, so that the listener cannot walk away unaffected or undecided.

b. Calling sinners to repentance: A shepherd will not hold the banner of condemnation over his flock, but will herald a God of forgiveness, who is just to forgive the penitent [1 John 1:9] and who will discipline his children [Heb 12:8] for their restoration. This is the heart of a pastor.

c. Calling unbelievers to faith in Christ. Jesus preached the Gospel [Mark 1:12ff]. The disciples were given the mandate to preach the Gospel [Mark 3:14]. Part of Paul’s mandate to Timothy was to do an evangelist’s work [2 Tim 4:5]. While equipping the saints is at the heart of teaching and preaching, a pastor must always make room to call unbelievers to Christ.

3. Being an Example. Instruction and proclamation carry a mandate not only to the hearers of the message but also to the herald, who is doubly accountable for the proclaimed message [James 3:1]. Part of equipping is leading by example, seen in the following ways:

a. Practicing evident progress: Paul commanded Timothy to take pains so that everyone would see that he was progressing in the faith. Timothy’s own obedience was tied to his teaching [1 Tim 4:15,16]. 

b. Practicing what he preaches: How a pastor lives gives weight to his message [1 Tim 3:11,12] by setting an example. A pastor who leads from the front in obedience is a living illustration to his flock of how to apply the text. 

III. Protecting Roles

In John 10, Christ masterfully exemplified for us His care. As our good shepherd, He is personally involved with the well-being of His flock to the point of giving His own life for them. This pattern is developed in the epistles – a flock’s needs are the shepherd’s interests.

1. Guarding the flock. Unlike a hired hand, the good shepherd protects the health of his flock even if it means his own life is put in jeopardy [John 10:11,12]. Pastorally this involves:

a. Protecting from error: Paul echoed this imagery in Acts 20:28 where he urged the Ephesian elders to be on guard for the flock against wolves in sheep’s clothing – false teachers who pervert the truth and draw disciples away with them. Guarding the flock thus involves safeguarding the truth [2 Tim 1:14; 1 Tim 6:20] – a pastor needs to be aware of false doctrine that may draw his flock away into error.
b. Confronting those who oppose the truth: Protecting the flock involves addressing people within the church who are causing harm to the congregation [Titus 1:10,11] by propagating false doctrine. However, even though these issues are urgent, a shepherd needs to do this in humility and patience, with an aim, if possible, to bring even false teachers to the truth [2 Tim 2:24-26].

2. Caring for the needs of the flock. Christ [John 10:14-16] knows his sheep intimately. This knowledge includes an awareness of the spiritual and physical needs of the flock. A pastor in turn is exhorted to follow Christ’s example [1 Pet 5:2], shown in the following ways:
a. Prayer: An awareness of needs should drive a Shepherd to intercede for his flock out of deep love and compassion, both in private [Acts 6:4] and in public. Members of the congregation should feel free to call upon the elders to be prayed for [James 5:14].

b. Sacrificial ministry: Paul in 1 Thessalonians 2 exemplified Christ’s model when he presented his ministry among the brethren as ‘a nursing mother caring for her own children’. The flock became dear to the apostles as they toiled among them [v 7-9]. This kind of a ministry puts no barriers between the leadership and the congregation when it comes to ministering the Word, whether it is in providing instruction, counsel or encouragement.

c. Traditional Roles: Part of the cultural mandate of a pastor is to fulfill traditionally expected functions. With the health of his flock in mind, he should be open to opportunities that provide an opportunity either for the proclamation of the gospel (for example at a funeral) or for discipleship (in preparing a couple for marriage, for example). 

Conclusion - The Aim: Discipleship

Colossians 1:28 provides a wonderful overarching purpose for all of a shepherd’s ministry:

a. The content of the ministry is Christ: We proclaim Him. A pastor leads not with himself as the focal point, nor his flock – the focus is Christ and his headship over all things. Therefore,

b. The goal of the ministry is Christlikeness: The Great Commission gives us the mandate to make disciples of Christ, and this is discipleship: having Christ as the center so that all leading, equipping and protecting furthers the aim that Paul succinctly described; that we may present every man mature in Christ.

