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When faced with an issue or concern, one impulgghoistians is to consult the Bible to see what it
says about it. This is a good impulse, arising dsés out of the Christian affirmation that th&IBi

is the highest guide, the unfailing norm for faéhd life. But, as much as Christians should be
encouraged to soak up and be guided by Scriptuees tan be pitfalls along the path.

Sadly, what sometimes happens when a questionsasstat concordances are checked,
lexicons consulted, and soon every scriptural mentf the relevant word is brought to bear
directly upon the issue at hand, and so the quegitaid to rest. That, at least, seems frequently
be the extent and intention of “consulting the BibFIf the Bible says it, then that's enough for
me.” Yet, things are seldom that simple. Even #sk tof determining what the Bible “says” is not
always easy or straightforward, since it entailshele raft of linguistic, historical, contextuah
hermeneutical questions. Instead of resolving aenis “consulting the Bible” can sometimes
increase the intensity of discussion, harden omgogpinions, and threaten the peace. It can be an
enterprise fraught with risk and danger, one nobdoundertaken lightly, but it can also be an
exciting, meaningful and enriching adventure fori€trans to take.

Knowing these things, then, here is an invitatioreinbark upon a journey centered upon
how the New Testament can help us understand tiseogacy. It might not be an easy trip that
provides simple answers. It will likely involve semaomplicated discussion. However, while 1 will
try to take as many questions into account as plesst is not my intention to imply that only an
expert, someone who has been fully educated ithale areas, can take part in this adventure.
“Consulting the Bible” should not be only for thosgth high levels of expertise or education.
Important insights can come from any quarter aed@be valued. | make no claims for high levels
of expertise in this area, and | am always delightelearn from others how better to “consult the
Bible.”

An Etymological Journey: Cognates and Their Background

“Consulting the Bible” on the issue of the episappaof bishops and their role in the church,
should first involve going back to the Greek wohdsn which the English words come, and to their
background in Hellenistic culture and the SeptuagitXX), the most commonly used Greek
translation of the Hebrew Bible in the last cerearbefore the Common Eta.

According to the Theological Dictionary of the Névestament (TDNT), the basic verb
related to this topic ispiskeptomai (evpiske,ptomai ), which had a wide range of meanings in
Hellenistic Greek, among which was “looking dowag of the gods looking down upon human
activity. Another secular Greek meaningepfskeptomai was “visit,” and this meaning was taken
over in the Septuagint, as, for example, in Judde&, when Samson *“visited” his wif&g(.
evpeske,yato Samywn th.n gunai/ka auvtou/ ).

The exegetical work in this paper has been daitte tve help of BibleWorks Version 6 computer safte, ©
BibleWorks, LLC, 2003, my version of which includasdigital version of th&reek-English Lexicon of the
New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, Third Edition, Copyright © 2000 by The University o
Chicago Press. Revised and edited by FrederickanilDanker, based on Walter Bauer's Griechischsdbet
Woérterbuch zu den Schriften des Neuen Testamenterufrihchristlichen Literatur, sixth edition, eBurt
Aland and Barbara Aland, with Viktor Reichmann aod previous English Editions by W.F.Arndt,
F.W.Gingrich, and F.W.Danker.
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Further secular uses of this verb include the idedook on,” or even, more distinctively,
“to investigate” or “to search,” which became thasis for a more profound meaning of “to be
concerned about something,” or “to care for sonmethi For example,episkeptomai occurs
frequently (about 49 times!) in the book of Numbevkere it means “to count,” or “to nhumber,”
probably with the sense of “inspect” and “calcufate take a census of the number of people in the
land. Another way in which this word is used ii@ress the idea of “mustering troops” or men of
the tribes of Israel. Since Moses or Aaron musrofio this counting, or numbering “by hand,” it
also conveys a sense of investigating somethingotigily, fully, and with great care. This
meaning ofevpiske,ptomai Is then expanded elsewhere in the LXX, when wiged of the
shepherd in relation to caring for the sheep, a¥eim 23:2; Zech. 11:16; Ezek. 34:11,12; 2 Chron.
24:6, and other places. Given the rich imageryosunding this relationship between a shepherd and
the sheep, it is not surprising that the verb used’concern” and “care” in this context would
contribute to reflection on the relationship betw&&od and human beings, and later, between the
Church and its people. Though not in secular Graekhe LXX episkeptomai has a religious
content when God is the subject of the action arfdambines the various senses of ‘to visit, to
look upon, to investigate, to inspect, to tesheoconcerned about, to care for,” in descriptiothef
act in which the Lord in a special incursion inte tcourse of life of individuals or of a people,
mostly Israel, makes known to them His will eitirejudgment or in grace?”

Episkeptomai is used most often to translate the Hebrew veoyd’,, , which also has a
variety of meanings, including, as a active vetb,dttend to, visit, muster, appoint,” and in passi
voice (Niphal) “to be sought (i.e. needed), misskdking; of a seat, place (i.e. be empty).”
Episkeptomai can also have this last sense, as when it is usedd Samuel, where David is
“missing” from his appointed seat.

Episkeptomai can also be used in the sense of “to appoint, cimngission, to install
someone” to a post or position of responsibilitg, in Ezra 1:2, where it means “charge” or
“appoint,” as in "Thus says King Cyrus of PersiGeTLORD, the God of heaven, has given me all
the kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged roeilth him a house at Jerusalem in Judah.” And,
in Nehemiah 7:1, the gatekeepers, singers, andtds\have been “appointed.” In Acts 6:3,
evpiske,ptomai is used for “selecting” the seven men who willdeacons, but the word for
“appointing” them is, rathekaqi,sthmi

In all, evpiske,ptomai occurs some 181 times in the entire Greek Bibleylich 11
occurrences are in the New Testament. Of theseTLdddurrences, most often it can be translated
into some form of the verb “to visit,” and refecsdither person-to-person visits, or to being &uhit
by God. In Acts 6:3, however, it is translated wasly as “seek out,” “select,” or “choose” with
reference to the seven deacons in the church usdlem. In two other occurrences, Heb. 2:6 and
James 1:27, the verb is translated as “to caréveth God as the verb’s subject in the first case
and believers in the second. Thus, the full rarfgihie verb’s usage in the LXX is not necessarily
drawn upon in its relatively fewer occurrenceshe New Testament. Yet, the range of meanings
found in the Septuagint could still have helpedpghtine word’s use in the New Testament, and so
should not be entirely forgotten in our study.

The next cognate word to consult is another vepiskopeo (evpiskope,w ), appears in
Philo and Plato, among other writers, and four sinmethe LXX and Apocrypha, but only twice in
the New Testament (NTEpiskopeo has a much narrower range of meanings #mskeptomai,
since it means, according to th8 &dition of Baur, Arndt, Gingrich and Danker (BAGDjo give
attention to, look at, take care, see to it.” Inhbof its NT appearances, it is followed with the
negativemh, with the implication of an impending hazard if theatter in question is not looked
after carefully. This verb appears with this megronly once in the NT, in Heb. 12:15. The second
time it appears in the NT, in 1 Pet. 5:2, it hadyfaveak manuscript attestation and seems to have

2 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, GechKittel, ed., Geoffrey W. Bromiley, trans. ardl ¢ Vm. B.

Eerdmans, 1964) Vol. ) —H, p.602.
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the slightly different meaning of “to accept thepensibility for the care of someone, to oversee, t
care for.”

The English word “bishop” comes most directly frothe Greek nounepiskopos
(evpi,skopoj ), meaning “overseer” or, according to BAGD, “onbBonhas the responsibility of
safeguarding or seeing to it that something is dorike correct way, guardian.” It is also fromsthi
noun that the English word “Episcopal” is derivéthere is clearly a close relationship here
between the verb formgpiskopeo, generally meaning “to care for, to oversee,” dhd noun
referring to a person who performs this role. Timsin appears sixteen times in he LXX and five
times within the NT (Acts 20:28; Phil. 1:1; 1 Tid2; Tit. 1:7; and 1 Pet. 2:25), with referencato
range of roles and subjects. In the LXX, as in E¥d@reek literature, it often refers to “officesb
the hosts” or military officers, and then to “thosbo have oversight of the house of the Lord” as
well. It also means “overseers” as of workmen ia flelds or on building projects, while in 1
Maccabees 1:51 it is translated as “inspectors” &h® appointed over the whole people, but,
interestingly, in Job 20:29 it refers to God dihg€tThis is the portion of the wicked from God gth
heritage decreed for them by God,” as the NRSVithdhe second occurrence of “God” in this is a
translation oftou/ evpisko,pou ). We will look at each of the NT passages in gredetall
below.

Another cognate is the nouspiscope (evpiskoph, ), whose meaning relates to the
performance or office of oversight, so it can mé&ae act of watching over with special reference
to being present, or visitation,” for example, @farring to God. Alternatively, it can also refera
“position of responsibility, an assignment, or eggaent in oversight, or supervision.” This word
appears forty-five times in the LXX and four timiesthe entire NT (Lk. 19:44; Acts 1:20; 1 Tim.
3:1; and 1 Pet. 2:12), but is very rare in Gretskditure outside of the LXX or the NT.

In Genesievpiskoph is often paired witlrevpiske,ptomai in a sort of formula that
is not directly translated, but might mean someghike “visit with a visitation.” In Exodus 30:12,
it means “registration,” while in Leviticus 19:2@ means “an inquiry” (NRSV) or “due
punishment” (NIV). More relevant to this study fetreference in Psalm 109:8, which says, “Let
his days be fewand let another take his office” (KJV)®¢" Psalm 108:8 genhgh,twsan ai’
h'me,rai auvtou/ ovli,gai kai. th.n evpiskoph.n auv tou/ la,boi
e[teroj .) This text is quoted in Acts 1:20, where Petéestabout the position among the 12 that
Judas had held.

In addition to these three directly relevant worel®) others appear one time each in some
texts of the NT, but they do not add much to thecuksion in any case. One of these words,
sunepiskopos (sunepiskopo,j ), which would mean “co-supervisor, co-superinteridenly
appears in a very few ancient manuscripts in Rbidips 1:1, where it seems to be a mistaken
compounding of two separate wordsn (sun), meaning “with,” andepiskopoi (evpiskopoi, ),
meaning “bishops.” Most ancient manuscripts antualty all modern translations have “with the
bishops” [NRSV] (or “with the overseers” [NIV] orwith their presiding elders” [NJB]) here,
which assumes two separate words here, ratheratisimgle compound wortiThe Chinese Union
Version also translates this as “and all the bishap) the deacons{ 7% E?ﬁ‘ » EECPEREY ) |

The second peripheral wordaBotriepiskopos (avllotriepi,skopoj ), found only in 1
Pet. 4:15, which is variously translated as “a bosly in other men’s matters” [KJV]; “a meddler”
[NIV]; “an informer” [NJB]; or “a mischief maker’NRSV]. Although this compound word could
arguably refer to trying to be some kind of “ovensen relation to other people,” it clearly is not
relevant to our discussion of the etymology and mirepof words related to the concept of the
episcopacy. Therefore, it will not be necessaryligzuss either this word or the previous word,
sunepiskopos, which in any event does not even appear in thet netiable Greek manuscripts.

¥ This is an interesting, though very minor, exaenpi translation difficulties due to thseripta continua method of

writing used in the early manuscripts. Since them¥e no spaces between any words, it could becdiffito
determine whether you are dealing with a compouariyor a free-standing preposition.
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The Main Cognatesin their New Testament Contexts
So, we have to deal with three different words thate a direct etymological bearing on our
subject of the episcopacy, and they akgpiskope,w , evpiskopo,] , andevpiskoph, ,
while at the same time keeping in mind the richutsacGreek and LXX background provided by
the verbevpiske,ptomai . Altogether, these three words appear eleven timése NT. As we
shall see, they are used with a fairly wide ranga@anings, so it will be instructive to look aeth
in context and briefly discuss their meaning there.

The verbevpiskope,w , is found in two verses in the NT, Heb. 12:15 arféet. 5:2. The
12" chapter of Hebrews begins with saying that “sineeare surrounded by so great a cloud of
witnesses,” we should respond by living a certamywas laid out in the rest of the chapter.
Believers are to “endure trials for the sake o€igsne” (v. 7), and to “lift your drooping handsaié
strengthen your weak knees” (v. 12). Heb. 12:14h&6 goes as follows [NRSV]:

14
15

Pursue peace with everyone, and the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.
See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no root of bitterness springs
up and causes trouble, and through it many become defiled.

See to it that no one becomes like Esau, an immoral and godless person, who sold his
birthright for a single meal.

16

The first “see to it that no one” in v. 15 is th&k8 translation okvpiskopou/ntej
mh,, tij , Which is the present active nominative mascutilugal participle ofevpiskope,w
and which might be better translated as “seeinglést” these things happen. The “see to it that n
one” in verse 16 is not a translation of any vdrlt rather a repetition of the verb in English to
translate a repeatedh, tij in Greek, which often conveniently does not regarrepetition of
the verb because a second subordinate phrasescameard the sense of the previous verb. In this
context the sense of “giving attention to, takirage; seeing to it that something happens” is with
reference to the hearers or readers themselvey. diieeto see to it that they themselves do not
degenerate in their actions so as to fail to ob@ad’s grace and so on. It is mutual oversight
among the group members themselves of their owdwzirand attitudes, framed negatively as a
warning of what to avoid.

The second and last appearance of the verb formarevéooking at is found in 1 Pet. 5:2,
which continues the thought begun in 1 Pet. 5:1thBbose verses, then, are as follows, in the
NRSV:

! Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as one who
shares in the glory to be revealed, | exhort the elders among you
to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight, not under
compulsion but willingly, as God would have you do it-- not for sordid gain but eagerly.

2

The participle gvpiskopou/ntej , in 5:2, is not present in all ancient manuscritd is
surrounded by brackets in the Nestlé-Aland' Edition of the Greek New Testament, indicating
that the editors do not feel it was original, beft lit there (appropriately marked) because it has
appeared in previous editions. Still, the word doeke its presence felt in the NRSV translation in
the phrase “exercising the oversight.” In this eomt clearly it is the oversight of the “elders” or
presbyteroi (presbu,teroi ) that is in question, not that of a separate grolufeaders with a
different title. There is no indication in the Reér Epistles that a separate group of leadersechrri
the name ogpiskopos or bishop in the churches to which they were emittOn the other hand, the
function of general oversight is acknowledged asessary, but the manner in which it is carried
out is also very important: it must not be donarfroompulsion or for personal gain, but willingly
and eagerly. The discussion is framed in terms ehepherd caring for sheep on behalf of the
“chief Shepherd” (1 Pet. 5:4), at whose returnftithful elders will obtain “the unfading crown of

glory.”
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The two nouns we will investigate appear a totahiofe times in the NT. The first one,
evpiskoph,  (“visitation,” “the office of oversight,” or perlps “episcopacy”), appears four times,
the first of which is in Luke 19:44, in the contextt Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem and warning
about future events, and which reads as follows:

** They will crush you to the ground, you and your children within you, and they will not

leave within you one stone upon another; because you did not recognize the time of
your visitation from God.

“Your visitation from God” is a translation ah/j evpiskoph/j sou , Which is
simply translated as “thy visitation” in the KJ\hdacarries the sense of the divine act of watching
over, and being present with, the audience. Suabeajsvith positive or salutary implications, finds
roots in the LXX, in such places as Genesis 50:24ere Joseph on his deathbed promises that
“God will surely come to youelvpiskoph/| de. evpiske,yetai u'ma/j 0" geo.| ),
and bring you up out of this land to the land tatswore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob;” and
Exodus 3:16, where Moses has gathered the peopkatahe promises of God.

This noun next appears in Acts 1:20, where it seferthe “position of oversight” [NRSV],
“place of leadership” [NIV], or “bishoprick” [KIVDf Judas Iscariot that Peter is arranging to find
someone else to take, and it is in a quotation ftofX Psalm 108:8 (Psalm 109:8 in the MT,
where the meaning is slightly different). Here atlg, is a reference to an “office” or “positiont o
leadership, a place in the ranks or hierarchy addées, a meaning which stands directly behind the
usage of the term “episcopacy” in the church todiageems to be used at this location, however,
more because it is found in a pertinent passagergiture used to interpret an apostolic decision
than as an accurate description of the role Juddileld as one of the twelve disciples. This
passage would not support a suggestion that thévaweesignated disciples of Jesus saw
themselves as “bishops” avpiskopoi, in any later sense of the word; that would be
anachronistic in the extreme.

Just such a meaning does begin to surface, howevéne next appearance of the noun
evpiskoph, ,in 1 Tim. 3:1, where the NRSV has “The sayinguse: whoever aspires to the
office of bishop desires a noble task.” Alternativanslations, however, leave room for a less
specific understanding: “Here is something that gan rely on: to want to be a presiding elder is to
desire a noble task” [NJB]; or “Here is a trustvwgrisaying: If anyone sets his heart on being an
overseer, he desires a noble task” [NIV]. Appaseriiough, the author of 1 Timothy is referring to
an office or a position in the church that was veeltepted and understood by the recipients of the
letter. Since there is no explanation of the worthe text, it is reasonable to presume that itnadid
need to be explained because everyone at thatwviasealready clear as to what the office of
“evpiskoph, ” entailed. However, we cannot be sure if this posiof leadership in the early
church resembles that of bishop in any church today

The final appearance of this noun in the NT is iRetl. 2:12, where it again refers to God’s
“day of visitation” [KJV]. Unlike the sense in LuKi9:44, this time the word seems to imply a more
threatening and negative image, despite that fzat the NRSV simply translates the word as
“when he (God) comes to judge.”

Of the four appearances of the nawupiskoph, in the NT, then, only in 1 Timothy does
it refer unambiguously to an office or post in feadership of the church. Two times the word
refers to divine visitation, once in a positive éoand once in a more negative one, while the other
occurrence refers to the place Judas Iscariot thremhg the disciples and thus relates to keeping the
number of apostles at 12, with all the symbolic nieg that number carried for the Jews. The
single clear reference to a position of leadershiphe church comes from one of the Pastoral
Epistles, whose authorship and dating is much tkspamong scholars. It is, along with other
things, this use oévpiskoph, (and ofevpiskopo,j ) in the Pastorals that prompts many
scholars to assign to them a late date and pseuouusyauthorship based on the argument that such
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a clearly delineated “office” of Bishop is not hedtat in the undisputed writings of Paul, or indeed
in the rest of the New Testament.

The second nourgvpiskopo,j , is found five times in the NT (Acts 20:28; PHitl; 1
Tim. 3:2; Tit. 1:7; and 1 Pet. 2:25). The first tansce is in Acts 20:28, where Luke has Paul
speaking to the assembled elders pogsbu,teroi (presbyteroi), of Ephesus, bidding them
farewell. He calls on them to “Keep watch over ywalves and over all the flock, of which the Holy
Spirit has made you overseeevisko,pouj ), to shepherd the church of God that he obtained
with the blood of his own Son.” Here, the only tirlés word appears in the Gospels or Acts,
overseers are identified with the elders, withowt distinction implied between them, so that use of
the term “overseers” seems merely to describe paca®f the role and function of the elders in the
churches in and around Ephesus. Since the Holyt 8pg made the elders “overseers,” however, it
is clearly a highly valued aspect of the role amacfion of an elder also to be an “overseer.”

The next appearance e¥piskopo,) is in Philippians 1:1, which Paul addresses tb “al
the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippihvtfite bishops and deacons...” [NRSV]. As this is
the only time any of the relevant words appeah@Rauline Epistles that are generally agreed to be
authentic, this verse carries perhaps an inordiwaight. It could be used to support an argument
that Paul knew of “bishops;” that it was an ideable, accepted office in Paul’'s time, and thatlPau
himself even established bishops as leaders inhtieches he founded. However, such an argument
is difficult to sustain based only upon Phil. 1sihce “bishops” and “deacons” are both in the plura
and seemingly stand as equals in relation to tadl $aints.” According to the TDNT, as Paul’s
words in Phil. 1:1 stand, “they refer to those wdossponsibility is that aévpiskopei/n and
diakonei/n , though we cannot deduce the exact nature of ttesles from this passag.”
Throughout the rest of the Epistle to the Philipgiaand, indeed, of all of Paul’s undisputed lsiter
we find virtually no mention of the function, autitg, or roles of these “bishops and deacohs.”

The next two appearances ef/piskopo,j are from the Pastoral Epistles, from 1
Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:7, and they both list gfiedtions and requirements for persons who will
fill what can be described as at least the rudisenta true “office” of a bishop. The expectations
highlight reliability, stability, the ability to #&ch and be an example to others. The descriptibns o
what is required of a bishop in terms of moral g®isonal qualifications read much like the
“Haustafeln,” the household rules that appear in various platee New Testament and that are
reflections of the ideal social morality of the &nm the Roman Empire.

1 Timothy 3:1 — 2 contain botivpiskoph, andevpiskopo,j , and in the NRSV are
translated as follows:

! The saying is sure: whoever aspires to the office of bishop desires a noble task. ?Now a
bishop must be above reproach, married only once, temperate, sensible, respectable,
hospitable, an apt teacher.

So, there appears already to have been an “offccehich to aspire by the time 1 Timothy
was written. But beyond that simple fact, the txhe NT does not provide any more content, and
certainly no details as to how a person would lfudfich an aspiration, or exactly what the position
entailed at that time. There are no grounds forpesimg that this text implies an “apostolic
succession” whereby a bishop was appointed by iénqus bishop, as there could be many ways
in which one would seek to bring such an aspirattofnuition.

Interestingly, in the context of Titus 1:5-9, “bogli and “elder,” orpresbutero,j
(presbyteros), seem to refer to the same office, both havirgghme qualifications. Titus 1:5-7 is
translated in the NRSV as follows:

*  TDNT, Vol. 2, p.616.
®  See, for example, David L. Bartleltjnistry in the New Testament (Augsburg Fortress: Minneapolis, 1993), p.43.
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® | left you behind in Crete for this reason, so that you should put in order what remained to
be done, and should appoint elders in every town, as | directed you: ® someone who is
blameless, married only once, whose children are believers, not accused of debauchery
and not rebellious. ’ For a bishop, as God's steward, must be blameless; he must not be
arrogant or quick-tempered or addicted to wine or violent or greedy for gain;

The reason Paul has left Titus in Crete is so hleashould put things in order and appoint
elders in every town, as he had been directed to do ¢Tith). These elders are to be “blameless,
married only once, whose children are believers,ascused of debauchery and not rebellious”
(1:6), and then the verse immediately following hegost-positivegar construction in the
sentence dei/ ga.r to.n evpi,skopon avne,gklhton ei=nai wj geou/
oivkono,mon ) that is usually translated “For a Bishop mustdd@meless, as a steward of
God...” This synonymous relationship between “eldant] “bishop,” and the implication that each
is a “steward of God,” is well worth keeping in mias we attempt to analyze and interpret the
evidence for the episcopacy in the New TestamsaffitThat Paul is said to have “directed” Titus
to appoint “elders” in every town may also be ralevto our subject.

Finally, however, we must briefly mention the |lagipearance oévpiskopo, in the
New Testament, which is at 1 Peter 2:25, and wtieravord clearly refers to Jesus Christ, who is
the “shepherd and guardiaavpiskopo,j )of your souls” (NRSV) t0.n poime,na kai.
evpi,skopon tw/n yucw/n u'mw/n ).

Some Preliminary Conclusions

Thus, of the five appearancesesipiskopo,] in the NT, one clearly refers to Jesus Christtoot
any other human leader in the church, while thtéers refer to leadership roles in the church that
are synonymous either with elders or deacons. @nlgne instance, in 1 Timothy 3:2, does
evpiskopo,) seem unambiguously to refer to a unique role ficein the church. The qualities
of a person seeking this office are listed, butdsscription of the office itself, its duties or
responsibilities, or how an office seeker mighthesen, is offered in this text.

To sum up our tour through the landscape of woetited directly to episcopacy, it seems
that there is scant evidence of a firmly entrencbiéide of bishop, with well understood means of
succession during the New Testament period itseff.the eleven appearances @diskopeo,
episcope, andepiskopos only a few relate to what can be identified asaficer” or an “office” in
the church, and in several of those the wordsyarersymous with another office, such as “elder” or
“deacon.” The evidence does indicate the beginnafiga established “episcopacy” by the time of
the Pastoral Epistles, but the shape of such aituith@n is not given any definition in the text.

The way in which one would have become a bish@tsis neither clear nor standardized. In
Acts 20:28, Luke has Paul saying that the Holy iSpias appointed the elders at Ephesus as
overseers or “bishops,” while in Titus 1, Paul hethgor, more likely, a later follower of Paul)
asserts that Titus has been “directed” to appdddrs (not bishops, however) in every town. Was
leadership in the church seen as stemming fromiagpent by the Holy Spirit, by predecessors in
the office, or by action of the church body itself?

Given this sparse information, then, it can be eyfitmly stated that the New Testament
itself does not provide any attestation of a higidyeloped Episcopal institution with any kind of
clear mechanism for choosing who is to be bishop¢hmess for any pattern of arranging for a
“succession” of bishops. Within the NT itself, witte possible single exception of 1 Timothy 3:2,
there seems to be no differentiation whatsoevewdst the offices of “bishop,” “elder,” or
“deacon,” and no basis for giving privilege or pity to the position of bishop over that of elder o
even deacon. The idea of an “apostolic successioes not find support within the NT itself,
except only for the statement in Titus 1:5 that|Paal “directed” Titus to “appoint elders” in every
town in Crete, and this is scant support indeedethWdr an early or a later date is ascribed to the
Pastorals, Titus 1:5 does not constitute a speggiscopal imperative, though it could support an
argument that the church needs an ordered structuwkich continuity is important.

Reflection(Ted_Zimmerman)



T.l. Zimmerman / Reflection on the Episcopacy fraBiblical Perspective 8/9

It was in the subsequent tumultuous history of #zely church that the doctrine of
“apostolic succession,” or the “historic episcogateas born in response to threats from the many
different kinds of Christianity which were labeléderesies” by those who sought to defend the
standard, mainstream, or “orthodox” position. Th#erand position of the bishop needed
reinforcing as a way of defending the church amsddibctrines against theological assault from
outside and from inside. The letter known as “1n@at,” for example, was written from the
church in Rome to that in Corinth to admonish #igel church members for having deposed their
leaders, who were called “presbyters,” not “bishofi®m their positions. Written perhaps in 95
C.E., this letter quite understandably emphasibhesimportance of bishops and elders and the
necessity of obedience to them. It argues thatAjhestles had foreseen strife over the name of
bishop and had appointed successors and a systeamrawiging for Episcopal succession that
required the consent of the whole chufdks the theological and ecclesiological struggléshe
second century intensified, “orthodox” theologiaeszed upon this idea of an unbroken succession
of Episcopal leadership back to the Apostles asag @f buttressing their argument against the
“heretics.” This “apostolic succession” was one tbé important weapons in the arsenal of
“orthodoxy” used against the “heretics,” whose &legere depicted as new, idiosyncratic, and
lacking historical depth, which was taken in tus @oof of heterodox unreliability. The idea
worked as a legitimating tool for churches. If awy of people wanting to call themselves a
“church” did not have a bishop who could trace roists back through a succession of bishops to
the very Apostles themselves, then they were negiéimate church. So, “church” became linked
with “bishop” in such a way that having a bishopswiself constitutive of church: if there was no
bishop, then there was no church.

Though it is currently fashionable for scholarscastigate the theologians of the early
church for their “biased” treatment of heresy, she$torical revisionism is unseemly and out of
place. We should not expect the thinkers and chigathers of the second century to share the same
allegedly pluralistic, tolerant world-view as maimythe twenty-first century, and it is disingenuous
in the extreme to fault them for their responswhat they perceived to be a mortal threat. Thus, it
is important to value the idea of “apostolic sust@s’ for the role it has played in the historytoé
church. Similarly, the emergence of the episcoacgn institution that was of vital importance for
the survival of the church must be acknowledgednrg discussion of the subject today. Bishops
moved into a privileged position over elders andad@s for valid, vital historical reasons.

Yet, this does not mean that we must necessardgpahis doctrine or this view of the
episcopacy for the church today, faced as it i wifferent challenges and opportunities. This is
especially true given that the New Testament ideds not suggest the idea of apostolic succession,
nor does it indicate that bishops should be momomant in the church than presbyters or deacons.
The New Testament provides, in fact, just as salioasis for leadership roles of presbyters and
deacons in the structure of the church as it doesbishops. Scripture also provides further
resources for building good leadership and strectua church.

L ooking Beyond the Cognate Wordsfor Other Biblical Resour ces
To access these resources, however, we must ledamedba close description of words and their
meanings to move into a broader category of Bilaespges and their implications for us today. In
other words, the Bible can be a resource not omlyerms of vocabulary (though that can be
important at times as well), but even more in teahsoncepts, images, and ideas. Important tools
for understanding the episcopacy and the rolelm$laop in the church can be found beyond just the
related word groups.

The first of these resources can be found in a wagrdhave already discussespi skeptomai
(evpiske,ptomai ). It's range of meaning from *“visit” to “lookingacefully at” something, to

See 1 Clement 44:1 — 3, where “bishops” are ragat in general, while the specific leaders of @winthian
church are called “presbyters.” There is also natioa in 1 Clement of a bishop of Rome, from where letter
originated. The text of this and other early Claist writings is available on-line at
www.earlychristianwritings.com
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“caring for,” could all be employed in envisionitige role of a bishop in the church. If a “bishop” i

an overseer, biblically speaking, similar to ard&|” charged with responsibility to keep order and
propriety in the church, then “visiting” and “cagihare very appropriate and useful words for
understanding the role of a bishop modeled on Gows care for and oversight of the church.
Such an understanding could fit with any form oti structure, whether democratic or more
hierarchical, but would be especially appropriate dne that sees a bishop as a shepherd of other
shepherds, a pastor for other pastors.

Once such an understanding is operative in thecbhuhe Bible opens up with a rich
assortment of images that can provide fruitful veses for understanding the episcopacy and the
role of a bishop; too many to deal with in detatdyr Now Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd, with
his faithful obedience, his love and care for thealy the sick, and the lost, becomes a role-madel,
pattern, for a bishop, or for an elder or any leadethe church, which can be understood as the
gathering of Jesus’ followers in His name.

Given the amazing history of the church in Chinaha last several decades as only one
relevant example, it hardly seems necessary to thatea definition of church that requires the
presence of a bishop would do violence to the awatence. By various means, and through the
dedication of many lay leaders and relatively feastprs, the church in China has grown and
developed while in some ways seeming to inverdws structure and organization as it went along.
As the church has grown dramatically and faced moosechallenges with surprising success in
many cases, it would be extremely difficult to a¥quersuasively that the churches all around China
are only “legitimate” if they are constituted wighbishop at their head who stands within a specific
definition of “apostolic succession,” or “the higtoepiscopacy.” Jesus’ reminder in Matthew 18:20
that “where two or three are gathered in my namanlthere among them” seems much more
relevant to that situation than an emphasis ondepi structure that arose out of a very different
historical context, no matter how else the sitratbthe church in China today may be reminiscent
of that of the early church.

The church, this gathering where Jesus has pronisbd present, does need structure and
order, and here the Apostle Paul’'s words aboutrtipertance of order and decorum in the church
are worth careful consideration as well. But therfan which this need for structure is given
expression can surely be quite plural in a chutet finds its roots in the ethos of the New
Testament, so that different models of church amgdion can all be recognized and celebrated
without the need for imposing severe uniformityeTdew Testament has a great deal to say to the
church, the Body of Christ, about how it should iacand relate to the world, but it does not say
much at all about precisely how the church shoulganize itself, leaving ample room for
differences. Whether a church calls its leadersdps, presidents, elders, or anything else, and no
matter how it organizes itself, it seems that ideorto be faithful to the New Testament it musksee
to model its leadership after Jesus’ words in Mattt20:26b — 29iwhoever wishes to be great
among you must be your servant, and whoever wighée first among you must be your slave;
just as the Son of Man came not to be served bseree, and to give his life a ransom for many.”
These words say nothing specifically about bishdys,they are central to an understanding of
church leadership, including that of bishops, tisagrounded in the scriptures and seeks to find
shape and direction from them.

It is my hope that this journey into the Bible ltise at least two things: first, to provide at
least some basis for discussion of the episcopadight of the New Testament, and second, to
model a way in which the resources of the New Teetd can be brought to bear on current issues
that goes beyond just looking at specific wordg #ra related directly to the issue at hand. While
the words and their meanings are important, Canstishould always remember that Christ is the
center, the fulcrum, the hermeneutical principlah@ scriptures, and this rich resource should be
brought into any biblical discussion on any subjettconcern to the church today. This is
especially true of a topic as important to the fetof the church as how it is going to structuselit
and constitute its leadership.
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