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Theme: The Bible has clear designs as to what constitutes biblical leadership.  Those who 

are leaders look a certain way and the congregation is to follow such leadership 
as from the Lord. 

 
Let us begin by noting four initial questions. 
 
Leading Questions: 
1. How important is it to have the right men in the office of elder? 
2. How do we go about identifying elders? 
3. What are the functions of the elder office? 
4. What are the responsibilities of the congregants towards the elders? 

 
As we consider these four questions, we will discover three primary ideas. 

Intellect:  God has placed in His church shepherd-leaders to whom the sheep are 
accountable and for whom the shepherd-leaders are responsible. 

Volition:  As shepherd-leaders we must choose to lead the sheep.  As sheep you must 
choose to follow the shepherd-leaders. 

Emotion:  There is health in the church when the shepherds gladly lead and the sheep 
gladly follow. 

 
Our Present Danger: 
As elders, there is always an ever present danger of failing to carry out the responsibilities of 
the office.  And as a congregant, there is equal a constant danger of failing to carry out the 
responsibilities towards the office of elder.  That this is a constant problem can be clearly seen 
by the biblical admonitions within Scripture.  The fallen spirit of man treats both roles of elder 
and congregant too lightly.  Our stubborn individualism fails to see the necessary bond 
between the shepherd and the sheep inside the local body of Christ.  In so doing, all parties 
involved have a careless attitude toward each other.  Paul goes about addressing the issue 
inside of these four short verses. 
 
Its Eternal Significance: 
God’s shepherds are to watch over the God’s sheep.  And God’s sheep are to obey God’s 
shepherds.  There is a vital and dynamic relationship between the Chief Shepherd, His 
appointed under-shepherds, and His sheep.  Shepherds are there to be the Chief Shepherd’s 
representatives. 
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Introduction: 
We have a tendency to soften the teaching of Scripture by failing to see the immediate 
application of such truth to our own lives and situations.  I cannot always tell for whom this 
message is individually applicable to, but I am fully confident that this message is for us.  For 
some you it is a direct fit. 
 

15 “Now I urge you, brethren (you know the household of Stephanas, that they were the first 
fruits of Achaia, and that they have devoted themselves for ministry to the saints), 16 that you 
also be in subjection to such men and to everyone who helps in the work and labors. 17 And I 
rejoice over the coming of Stephanas and Fortunatus and Achaicus; because they have supplied 
what was lacking on your part. 18 For they have refreshed my spirit and yours. Therefore 
acknowledge such men” (1 Cor. 16:15-18). 

 
The church at Corinth was divided, and one of the principle reasons for this was because of its 
leaders. We believe in a plurality of leadership, but not like the fractured leadership at Corinth. 
There, each leader had his (or her) own little following [and perhaps personal agenda]. The 
church should be led by a plurality of leaders, but they should operate in unity and harmony, 
governing the whole church and not little segments of it.  There is nothing in the text that 
would make us believe the gentlemen noted were already elders.  However, if they were not 
already elders, they were to be acknowledged as such as quickly as possible. 
 
If the church at Corinth has the wrong kind of leaders, Paul will end this epistle by pointing 
out to them the kind of leaders they need. Verses 15-18 focuses on three particular leaders, 
Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus, as the kind of men who are leading well.  Paul 
commends them to the Corinthians as leaders who should be submitted to and acknowledged 
as such.  
 

“[It was] the arrival in Ephesus of Stephanas and his two companions from Corinth [that] 
induces Paul to say a few words in regard to them before he adds the greetings and brings his 
letter to a close.”  (R.C.H. Lenski, Commentary on the New Testament: 1 & 2 Corinthians, 
[Hendrickson, 1998, originally 1937 by Augsburg], 775). 

 
Consider briefly the four qualities Paul commends about these men. 
 
I. The first quality is a demonstration of leadership that begins in the home (“you 

know the household of . . .” v. 15a). 
 
The leadership of Stephanas was demonstrated within his own household.  His household was 
well know by those in the community of faith.  Paul speaks not only of Stephanas but of his 
household. It would seem they have all come to faith. It would further seem from Paul’s words 
that they, like Stephanas, have devoted themselves to ministry to the saints (verse 15). In both 
1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, we find that Paul required elders and deacons to be evaluated in 
terms of their leadership within their own homes (see 1 Timothy 3:4-5, 12; Titus 1:6).  
Personally, I do not believe either passage describes deacons as ruling in the church, only 
elders.  However, both offices must be able to “manage” their homes if they are married and if 
they have children. The “household” of Stephanas was evidence to the apostle Paul that this 
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man was a spiritual leader in his home, and thus he had proven his ability to lead in the 
church. 
 
As invasive and intrusive as it might appear, it is biblical for us to evaluate the spiritual 
leadership of those who would occupy the office of elder and deacon.  Leading well does not 
mean there are no issues, but it does mean that you are leading well.  The intent is in the 
attempt, not in the outcome.  Only God can determine the outcome, and He will often use the 
home to bring this about. 
 
As a side note, I do not believe Proverbs 22:6 is an iron clad guarantee to parenting. 
 

“Train up a child in the way he should go, Even when he is old he will not depart from it” 
(Prov. 22:6). 

 
Many have used this verse to place blame on those whose children have strayed from the 
church, as if the parent failed.  Or if a child succeeds (whatever that might mean), the parent 
accepts credit.  The fact that my children appear normal is attributed to grace, not my 
parenting skills.  This verse teaches us that children have a natural bent and when the parent 
finds this, they are to cultivate it.  But no proverb should ever be looked upon as an iron clad 
guarantee.  The Proverbs are conclusions one makes by observing human behavior with the 
advantage of divine inspiration. 
 
II. The second quality is leadership marked by spiritual maturity (“first fruits” v. 15b). 

 
These were men who were among the first to be led to the Lord through Paul’s ministry at 
Corinth.  Paul called these men the “first fruits of Achaia” (verse 15).  
 

“The first fruits were the part of a crop that was planted first and therefore ripened and was 
harvested first.  Its appearance was a sign to the farmer that the remainder of the crop would 
also soon be ready to harvest.  The conversion of Stephanas and his household was a sign that 
God was ready to reap an even greater harvest of souls in Corinth and the rest of Achaia.  The 
believers to whom Paul wrote this letter were all a part of that harvest.”  (John MacArthur, 1 
Corinthians, 478) 

 
In addition, this would mean, among other things that these were the oldest believers at 
Corinth, not necessarily in terms of their age but in terms of their “spiritual age.” This idea is 
crucial.   
 
Spiritual maturity has less to do with age than with depth.  It is unfortunate when those who 
have been saved the longest show the least amount of spiritual depth.  Paul could be much 
more certain about these men, who were converted and taught under his ministry, than about 
others whose spiritual births may never have occurred at all.  In setting down the 
qualifications for elders in First Timothy, Paul restricted new converts from leadership roles. 
They were too immature and too inclined to be puffed up with power and pride, just like 
Satan (1 Tim. 3:6). The men Paul recommends are those who are spiritually mature. 
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III. The third quality is leadership marked by a servant spirit (“devoted themselves for 
ministry to the saints” vv. 15c-16) 

 
The leadership of Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus was servant-leadership.  Paul 
commends these men as leaders because they have served the church at Corinth, just as they 
have served him. They are men who help and labor in the work of ministry to the saints. The 
pseudo-leaders helped themselves, and they made their followers serve them (see 2 Cor. 11:20-
21). 
 

Inside of this idea three thoughts are present.  It is easy enough to dismiss this instruction, but 
in so doing we are failing to hear what the Holy Spirit is saying to us right now.  How do you 
know if you are obeying the Spirit of the text?  Look at what the shepherds and the sheep are 
doing. 
 

A. They were devoted to the fellowship (“devoted themselves” v. 15c). 
 

If an elder is not able to devote large blocks of time to the shepherding of the sheep, then he 
should not be an elder.   
 

I love how the King James translates the word “Devoted” with “Addicted.” Unfortunately, the 
connotation behind our word ‘addition’ and the idea expressed then are significantly different.  
Those who were ‘addicted’ to ministry were not workaholics or negligent of other 
responsibilities, but they were compelled by God’s calling and gifting to serve Him.  “Devoted 
themselves is in an intense form in the Greek, emphasizing that Stephanas and his household 
served entirely on their own initiative.”  (John MacArthur, 1 Corinthians, 480).  In a culture of 
non-commitment, it is a joy to find those who joy in this local church.  Thankfully, we have 
those people in our fellowship. 
 

These people did not wait to be told what to do; they simply saw the need within the 
community of faith and went about meeting the need.  The word “ministry” is our English 
word “deacon” and means “to serve.”  “The basic idea always had to do with humble, 
submissive, personal service, [and] not simply with an office or a particular function.”  (John 
MacArthur, 1 Corinthians, 480) 
 

Apparently men like Stephanas had the financial wherewithal to focus considerable time on 
ministry without neglecting his family.  I am always concerned for those who have committed 
themselves to the ministry and still must work demanding jobs and continue to “manage” 
their homes.  We must make prayer for them a priority. 
 

B. The fellowship was to submit to their leadership (“be in subjection to such men” 
v. 16a).  

 

I find it unfortunate that the idea of submission has become so dark and negative.  Submission 
is a wonderful expression of biblical love.  As the Son submits to His Father, and as the body 
submits to her head, so also are wives to submit to their husbands, and sheep to submit to 
their shepherds. 



 

 

5 

 

“The verb ‘submit’ is used only here in the NT to refer to the relationship of a Christian 
community to those who labor among them.”  (Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians, NICNT, [Eerdmans, 1987], 830).  The word itself is used in 32 verses, but it is only 
used in this sense here.  It is the same word used to describe a citizen’s submission to the 
government (Rom. 13:1) and of those who are young to their elders (1 Pet. 5:5). 
 
Paul calls the church to submit to such men and to all those who labor in the same manner.  If 
God has placed the elders in their position, then the fellowship is to acknowledge this 
appointment by following them (Acts 20:28; Heb. 13:17).  If they do not wish to follow, then 
they should find another fellowship to which they can submit.  However, I do not believe the 
issue lies in the shepherds, but in the heart of the sheep. 
 
When Paul tells the Corinthians to “acknowledge such men,” I believe he is nominating, as it 
were, not only these three men but others who were like them. The term “acknowledge” is 
literally the word “know” (epiginosko).  It means “to know through and through.”  Notice the 
same kind of language used in 1 Thessalonians 5:12, 13: 
 

12 “But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently labor among you, 
and have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction, 13 and that you esteem them 
very highly in love because of their work. Live in peace with one another” (1 Thess. 5:12, 13). 

 
The words “diligently labor” are the same words used in 1 Corinthians 16:16.  Appreciation 
and respect are certainly due such men, but Paul seems to have more in mind. I believe that he 
is indicating to the church that these men should be formally recognized as leaders. It is the 
Holy Spirit who makes men elders (Acts 20:28), but it is the church which affirms this divine 
appointment. Here is the kind of leadership the Corinthian church needs. Here is the kind of 
leadership every church needs, and it is our task to identify and recognize such men. 
 
The question here is quite simple, “Do you honor and respect those who are over you in the 
Lord?” 
 

C. They served the fellowship (“in the work and labors” v. 16b). 
 
The word Paul uses to explain their labor is the word describing a labor that brings one to the 
point of exhaustion.  It means “to feel fatigue.” “It implies labour carried to the point of toil or 
suffering.”  (G.G. Findlay, St. Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians, The Expositor’s Greek 
Testament, [Eerdmans, reprinted, 1979], 950). As elders, we are convinced that if a person is 
not presently devoted to the ministry of this local church, then he should not be in a public 
leadership position.  Thus, if an elder or deacon is not presently engaged in and committed to 
this local church, then they will not be an elder or a deacon at this local church. 
 
Stephanas, and those like him, devoted themselves to the ministry.  They were functioning as 
elders without necessarily holding the office.  Thus Paul calls the congregation to affirm his 
recognition of such men as elders. 
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As elders, we are not directly concerned as to how successful a man might be in his vocation, 
or how many social clubs they might be involved in as it relates to the office of elder or 
deacon.  What we want to know is if they love the Lord and love what He loves, the lost and 
His church. 
 
The New Testament defines for us what the work of the elder is.   
 

1. Elders are to be ministers of the Word (Acts 6:1-7). 
2. Elders are to be ministers of prayer (Acts 6:1-7). 
3. Elders are to be shepherds over the sheep (Acts 20:28; Heb. 13:17). 

 
I would like to take the liberty and show you rather quickly the parallels between these three 
actions and that of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 

1. Jesus ministered the Word (Mark 6:34b) 
2. Jesus ministered through Prayer (Mark 6:46) 
3. Jesus was a Shepherd to His sheep (Mark 6:34a) 

 
“When Jesus went ashore, He saw a large crowd, and He felt compassion for them because they 
were like sheep without a shepherd; and He began to teach them many things” (Mark 6:34). 
 
“After bidding them farewell, He left for the mountain to pray” (Mark 6:46). 

 
All elders must be able to carry out these three expressions of shepherding.  However, as I 
have considered this idea, I believe that all elders are equal, but not all elders have the same 
gifting strengths.  Although all elders have these abilities, their individual gifting will accent 
certain areas of engagement over others.  An elder whose gifting is Word-centered should seek 
to focus primarily on that area of ministry.  An elder whose gifting is discipleship or 
counseling should seek to focus primarily on that area of ministry.  Not to recognize gifting 
strengths is to weaken the shepherding team. 
 
As elders, we are coming to understand and carry out the biblical pattern and admonition for 
the shepherding role.  It is our prayer that you would begin to see Christ in us as we serve you, 
His sheep. 
 
IV. The fourth quality is leadership marked by a spirit of encouragement and mutual 

edification (“for they have refreshed my spirit and yours” v. 18). 
 
Somehow the leadership brought a spirit of reprieve with them. 
 
Shepherds should be refreshing the spirit of those over whom they serve.  When Shepherds 
exhaust the sheep, then perhaps the shepherds are “lording it over those allotted to their 
charge” (1 Pet. 5:3).  Jesus describes sheep who have no shepherd as exhausted and vulnerable 
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to abuse (Mark 6:34).  When sheep sit confused, the greater weight of responsibility lies with 
the shepherds. not the sheep. 
 

1 “Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of 
Christ, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed, 2 shepherd the flock of God among 
you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; 
and not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; 3 nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your 
charge, but proving to be examples to the flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you 
will receive the unfading crown of glory” (1 Pet. 5:1-4). 

 
“Humility will prevent the submitting person from becoming burdened, and the person 
submitted to from becoming overbearing.”  (John MacArthur, 1 Corinthians, 481) 

 
These men, whom Paul commends as true leaders, served the church and Paul by coming to 
him in Ephesus.  They may, in their coming, have brought gifts to Paul in Ephesus. What we 
do know is that by their coming to Paul, they “refreshed his spirit,” just as they had “refreshed 
the spirits of the saints in Corinth” (verse 18).  
 
The pseudo-leaders at Corinth were undermining the spiritual health and vitality of the saints 
there; not so with these men. These men edified the saints at Corinth. I wonder also if these 
men did not come to Paul with the questions Paul answered in his epistle and with the 
problems Paul referred to and sought to correct (compare 1:11). 
 
APPLICATION: (What is the NEXT STEP?  Let us get real practical) 
 
1. Every local church should have a means of identifying those whom God has 

equipped for the ministry of shepherding.   
2. Every local church should have a means of equipping those who are identified as 

shepherds. 
3. Are we engaged in this ministry of identifying and equipping present and future 

elders?  Are you enabling the present leadership for a ministry of identification and 
equipping?  Do we have biblical elders and deacons?   

4. If yes, then let us gladly follow their leadership. 
 

“Practically, that means that we should find a godly man or woman who is addicted to the 
Lord’s will and the Lord’s work and make that person our pattern for Christian living.”  (John 
MacArthur, 1 Corinthians, 482) 

 
5. If no, then let us courageously correct the problem. 
6. As always, check your own attitude as to where you are in the application of this 

study and then ask the Holy Spirit to either strengthen your heart in obedience or 
change your heart in repentance. 


