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The Alliance Elder Led Governance Model 

Tim Beadle – Church Effectiveness Coach 

 

The Bible often refers to sports themes and illustrations to get a point across related 
to the Christian lifestyle... on numerous occasions we read of the need to 'run the race' to 
get the prize, in front of a large crowd, or the need to discipline ourselves like athletes in 
training. 

In considering the biblically based model of Church leadership and elder governance, the 
use of a coaching staff on a football field can be used to communicate with clarity the role and 
function of elders in providing leadership to the church. In the model the terms 'coach' and 'elder' 
will be used interchangeably, because their roles are so similar. 

This model sets out to bring clarity to the following governance issues: 

1. What are elders' responsibilities to, and involvement in, the day to day ministry 
matters of the church? 
We will explore when it is appropriate for a 'coach' to enter the 'field of play' during a game. 
 

2. What is the role and relationship of elders toward the lead pastor in allowing him 
to function properly in his position?  
Here we explore the 'fine' line between empowering the pastor and micro managing his 
job to the point of stifling his ability to lead. 
 

3. What happens when an elder also serves as a ministry leader in the church? 
Here we explore how are the various roles are to be lived out for the 'good of the team.' 
This discussion focuses on accountability and submission to authority. 

 

On any given football field there are three important lines to consider. First of all the goal 
line – it is important because when you cross it, that's when you know you've reached a 'goal' 
and celebration is in order. Second is the every changing line of scrimmage, which determines 
whether a team is in an offensive or defensive model. This line determines what type of plays will 
be called on the field. Thirdly, when it comes to understanding the role of the coaching staff or, in 
our case, the elder board, the side line provides the most important principle that keeps the role 
of the coaches/elders in perspective. 

The ground rule for this model is simply: 

 
Something significant happens every time an elder crosses the line. 

 

This statement reflects the understanding that a difference in stance and strategy occurs 
on both sides of the 'side line.' During a football game, while occasional focus is given to the 
coaching staff on the sideline, the majority of the time is spend focused on the game that is being 
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played on the field. And so it should be, for it is on the field that plays are called, bodies collide, 
and adrenaline rushes as one team advances and makes whatever sacrifice is necessary to get 
the ball across the goal line. 

Meanwhile, back on the sideline, the coaching staff have been involved in participating 
towards the outcome of the game at a different level. Because they are not physically involved in 
the playing of the game on the field, they have the responsibility of keeping the 'big picture' of the 
outcome of the game before them. They have time to consider how they can best support and 
encourage the members of their team. They also have time to get a sense 'big picture' issues such 
as the changing weather, wind direction, keeping track of resources (fit bodies who can offer 
support) Coaches usually also have a head set on because they are in communication with 
another member of their staff high in the stands looking at and giving advice towards the outcome 
of the game from a totally different perspective. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, coaches 
respond to time outs on the field when they have an opportunity to speak into the life of their 
quarterback, whose role it is to run things on the field, and lead the team to victory. 

Elders function similarly as do coaches on the sideline. Elders are entrusted with keeping 
the vision and mission before them at all times. Deep in prayer, connected with God, they sense 
the spiritual climate both in the church (morale on the team) and the community that surrounds 
them. They sense the leading of God's Spirit (momentum of the game) and delight in their monthly 
meetings with their lead pastor. (time outs!) Such are regular opportunities in receiving field reports 
from the pastor, speaking words of empowerment, advice and encouragement into his life. After 
discussing general strategy elders affirm the pastor in his ability to lead the church and in doing so, 
symbolically 'place the ball in his hands' before sending him back on the field to call the plays and 
lead the team to victory. 

 

Let's explore the implications of this when it comes to elders understanding  
their roles and their occasional need to 'cross the line' 

 

1. What are elders' responsibilities to, and involvement in, the ‘day to day’ ministry 
matters in the church? 

 

In a game of football, there are only three reasons a coach is ever allowed 'on the field' during 
the game. The same three reasons would see an elder getting directly involved in the 'matters of 
ministry' 

I. To Help the Injured... the most frequent time a coach enters the field of play is in 
response to an athlete who is injured and needs assistance in getting back on his feet. 
Similarly, an elder function as one who comes alongside the weak and injured within the 
church family, offering the ministries of prayer for healing and strength, administering the 
sacraments, and offering words of teaching and encouragement in spiritual wellbeing 
and maturity. It isn't that elders are telling ministry leaders 'how to do their job,' but 
rather offering spiritual support in allowing them to become healthy in their soul; 
becoming fit to lead within the church. 
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II. To Dispute a Call... In recent days coaches have been given permission to enter the 
field and 'throw the flag' indicating they want to review a play on the field they want 
reviewed. Upon such requests, an official will go and, based on the evidence as 
compared to the 'rules of the game,' make an official call that can impact the very 
outcome of a game. One of the roles of elders is to keep the church doctrinally purse. 
If there ever comes a time when teaching in the church does not appear to be biblically 
based, the elder has the right and responsibility to ask for a 'review' based on biblical 
doctrine. 

III. To Break up Conflict... If there is ever a time when emotions rise and tempers flare, 
coaches will enter the field of play to separate combatants. This occurs to not only 
protect players from getting injured, but to allow tempers to simmer and the atmosphere 
to return to normal. In the same manner, it is one of the responsibilities to elders to deal 
with church conflict for the sake of the body. If elders refrain from addressing and 
dealing with 'in fighting' within the ranks, the fall-out from the conflict will spread 
throughout the church body, finding congregational members taking sides and trying to 
solve the conflict through an emotional response to the situation at hand, due to the lack 
of intentional action by church leadership. 

 

2. What is the role and relationship of elders toward the lead pastor in allowing him to 
function properly in his position? 

Here we explore the 'fine' line between empowering the pastor and micro managing his job to 
the point of stifling his ability to lead. The lead pastor has a unique position when it comes to 
'playing the game' and certain things change when he 'crosses the line' in meeting with the elders. 
Just as a quarterback calls the plays and takes responsibility for executing the plays to move his 
team ahead, so to is the lead pastor responsible for leading the church towards its mission and 
purpose. While involved in the day to day matters of ministry, the lead pastor is in charge and 
holds all other staff and ministry workers accountable for the positions they fulfill (either paid or 
volunteer). 

When the pastor meets with the elders on a monthly basis (similar to the quarterback meeting 
with the coaches during a 'time out') he comes under the authority of and accountability to the 
elders. In such times the pastor reports to the elders how ministry is progressing, based on the 
strategic plan developed by the elders with the pastor. (an overall game plan) Depending on the 
pastor's giftedness and strength of character, he often leads and chairs the board meetings. 
Therefore to respect the 'boundaries' of the elder led governance model, the pastor understands 
that paths of accountability and authority change from 'when he is on the field,' to 'when he crosses 
the line' and meets with his team of elders. 

Respecting the same governance boundaries, elders understand their role as empowering, 
encouraging and holding their pastor accountable to the strategic plan they have developed 
together. Annual evaluation should take place to affirm the pastor in his role, or to suggest 
supportive steps to enable the pastor to gain the skills necessary to be an effective leader. 
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Under this model, elders realize they have to function more than those offering a 'rubber 
stamp' to every suggestion of the pastor. Nor are they to be 'guardians of the gate' in seeing their 
primary function as keeping the pastor 'in check.' Nor is their role one of 'micro management' 
where they handcuff the pastor from actually leading the ministry of the church through their 'over 
involvement' in the day to day matters of church ministry. 

 

3. What happens when an elder also serves as a ministry leader in the church? 

Just as the lines of authority and accountability changed in the role of the pastor when he 
'crossed the line' and met his 'coaching team' in monthly elder board meetings; so too something 
significant changes when an elder 'crosses the line' to serve as a ministry leader in the church. 

We have previously discussed three legitimate reasons for an elder to be directly involved in 
the lives of those involved in church ministry. Apart from those reasons however, the elder needs 
to respect the boundaries of the governance model. When an elder 'crosses the line' to serve as 
a ministry leader, he then becomes accountable to the lead or staff pastor entrusted with that 
area of ministry. 

Therefore at times in the life of the church and elder may find himself to be holding the 
pastor accountable in fulfilling his pastor mandate, which shortly after submitting himself to the 
same pastor as a ministry leader who is a committed 'team player on the field'. Practically in 
churches where most elders function also as ministry leaders, it is imperative to review monthly 
agendas to ensure the focus of discussion is on the 'mission of the church' and not the 
'management of the team or the calling of plays on the field' 

 
 


