Frequently Asked Questions - J.S. Smith
FAQ #21 – What is the difference between a pastor and a preacher?


When I said, “Good morning, Pastor,” to the speaker this morning, he told me that he was a preacher, not a pastor. What’s the difference?

In the New Testament, the work of “pastoring” deals more with the oversight of a local congregation, whereas “preaching” is the work of proclaiming the gospel. There is a distinction between the “offices” and their functions, and relatively few men serve in both of them simultaneously. 

The word “pastor” is used only in Ephesians 4:11 and is a rather poor translation from the Greek than a much simpler word, “shepherd.” In that passage, it is used as a noun, but the same root is used as a verb in Acts 20 and it is there that we truly discover the identity of the pastors. 

In Acts 20:17, Paul summoned the elders of the church in Ephesus to visit him and he commanded them to “shepherd the church of God” where they were its overseers (verse 20). Pastoring, then, is a work given to the elders of the congregation, not its preacher. These older and wiser men are chosen to feed the flock and tend to each sheep as precious in God’s sight. 

The qualifications to serve as an elder are revealed in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 and it is vitally important that every congregation seek to appoint a plurality of them as soon as worthy men who desire the office can be identified. Timothy, on the other hand, was a younger man as he interacted with the apostle and is never referred to as a pastor. Likewise, Titus is enlisted to appoint elders on Crete, but is not referred to as a pastor. 

In fact, five New Testament words have reference to this office. They are bishop (Titus 1:5,7), elder, overseer, presbyter (1 Timothy 4:14) and pastor (Acts 20:17,28). The words all derive from three Greek terms and are used interchangeably by inspired writers to emphasize certain aspects of their work. Ephesians 4:11 shows them to be distinct from others in the church.
1. List the roles numbered in Ephesians 4:11.
Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, and Teaching Shepherds.

2. What does the word “pastor” mean? Is it a noun or a verb? Is it used anywhere else in the New Testament?
From the Greek poimen, “pastor” literally means “shepherd” and be used as a verb or noun to describe shepherds or shepherding. The English word “pastor” is nowhere else used, but the better “shepherd” translation certainly is (Matthew 9:36, 25:32, 26:31).
3. Although the word “pastor” is quite common today, its New Testament usage is limited. Fortunately, the translators render forms of the Greek word poimenin other passages that will tell us about the identity of this office. Paul used a form of poimenin a conversation recorded in Acts 20:17-28. Whom does he tell to shepherd the flock in the midst of ravenous wolves?
The elders of the church in Ephesus.


4. In this one passage what two synonyms for “pastor” are described?  Elder and overseer.


5. A form of poimenis also used by Peter in his first epistle. To whom did Peter attribute the work of shepherding, or pastoring (1 Peter 5:1-4)?  What particular expertise did Peter add to the subject.
Peter, who was one himself, instructed each congregation’s elders to shepherd the flock of God among them as overseers.


6. We learn then that “elder” is synonymous in Scripture with “pastor” and that “preacher” or “evangelist” are not. Three Greek words are actually used interchangeably throughout the New Testament to describe this office (poimen, presbuterous, and episkopon). List the five Biblical synonyms for this one office:
     a. Ephesians 4:11: Pastor or shepherd
     b. 1 Peter 5:1: Elder
     c. 1 Peter 5:2: Overseer
     d. 1 Timothy 3:1: Bishop
     e. 1 Timothy 4:14 (KJV): Presbyter


7. Why don’t Mormon elders qualify for the office (1 Timothy 3:1-7, Titus 1:5-7)? Why don’t most Protestant “pastors” fit the bill?
Mormon elders are generally novices without wives or children. Most Protestant pastors are not overseers, but preachers, and work beneath a board of overseers (whether mistakenly called deacons or something else).
8. What is involved in pastoring a flock of God’s people (Acts 20:17-31, 1 Peter 5:1-4)?
Elders much feed the flock spiritual instruction from the word, exhort them to do right, admonish them whey do wrong and protect them from grievous wolves that would steal them from the flock and devour them.
9. How does Scripture limit pastors’ authority (Acts 14:23, Titus 1:5, 1 Peter 5:2)?
They rule only the flock among them in one congregation, not a region.
