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HaShem is actually moving in such a way, then the pattern given to us in the Apostolic 
Scriptures will be followed. The community as a whole will recognize God’s leading; at 
least two will be selected to go; sufficient leaders will remain to care for the community, 
and the mission will be viewed as successful when those sent out return to the commu-
nity that sent them. It is amazing to me how often a leader who has encountered prob-
lems suddenly is “called” by God to go elsewhere. When the going gets rough, he finds 
a way to rationalize his swift exit. Call it whatever you want, it’s the way of the hireling 
not that of a true shepherd.
 Thus, the first important step a Torah Community must take in recovering a 
biblical pattern of the ekklesia, the community of Messiah, is to recover a biblically 
based understanding of community leaders. We can never hope to build generational 
communities if we remain stuck in the leadership patterns of the Christian Church. We 
must seek to encourage men within the community who have shown themselves faithful 
and who have a willingness and even a desire to fulfill the office of an overseer, to 
prepare themselves to take up this responsibility. And we must begin now to encourage, 
challenge, and prepare our young men to take up future leadership roles within the 
community, viewing such work not only as essential to the life of the community but 
also as a high privilege in the service of Yeshua, the Chief Shepherd. If we do not grasp 
a biblical view of community leadership and if we fail to raise up indigenous leaders to 
guard and teach the community in the next generation, our efforts will be short lived 
indeed.

___________________________________________

Excursus
Elders (presbuvteroi, presbuteroi), Overseers (ejpivskopoi, episkopoi), 

& Deacons (diavkonoi, diakonoi)

 Within the emerging Torah Communities of our times, we are seeking to under-
stand how God intends us to live out a life of holiness, both as individual believers and 
as members of a believing community. We are trying to recover some of the things that 
have been lost or destroyed by 2000 years of Church history. This is not an easy task 
(indeed, some would claim it is an impossible task), but we believe it is essential, since 
our hearts desire to obey what God has given to us in His inspired Scriptures.
 As in all periods of renewal, when God’s people have sought to realign themselves 
with the unchanging truths of the word of God, we are likewise asking the important 
questions about community leadership. The model presented to us by the emerging 
Christian Church of the 2nd through 4th Centuries CE, and essentially retained through-
out the history of the Church to the present day, seems clearly at odds with what the 
Apostolic Scriptures portray of the leadership structure among the early congregations 
of The Way, in which a plurality of leaders are always in view in distinction to the 
single leader who arose early in the Christian Church (bishop, archbishop, pastor, etc.). 
Moreover, it appears quite certain that the emerging Christian Church was far more 
influenced by a Greek or Roman model of governance than by the older traditions of the 
synagogue from which she divided.
 In the epistles of the Apostolic Scriptures, we essentially find three titles or 
designations for leaders within the believing communities: overseer, ejpivskopoß (epis-
kopos, sometimes translated “bishop”), elder, presbuvteroß (presbuteros) and deacon, 
diavkonoß (diakonos). How these terms or titles intersect or correspond to the leadership 
of the Jewish community is not certain. For instance, in the Gospels and Acts we are 
met with designations such as “scribe,” grammateuvß (grammateus), “lawyer,” nomikovß 
(nomikos), “synagogue official,” ajrcisunagwgovß (archisunagogos), “official,” a[rcwn 
(archos), “chief priest,” ajrciereuvß (archiereus), and “teacher,” didavskaloß (didas-
kalos), along with “rabbi/rabbonai,” rJabbi//rJabbouni (rabbi/rabbouni), all of which 
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function at one level or another in the leadership of the Jewish community and syna-
gogue. The chazzan (ַחָּזן), frequently mentioned in rabbinic literature, is not explicitly 
found in the Apostolic Scriptures, though it might appear that the Apostles function in 
this capacity, in that they were intent on giving themselves to “the prayer and study of 
the word” (Acts 6:4). In this case, “the prayer” most likely denotes the accepted liturgy 
of the early congregations of The Way.
  Yet when we seek to collate these various titles with the extant rabbinic literature 
and synagogue inscriptions that have been found and analyzed, no clear uniformity 
emerges. It appears that various titles were used in various ways from one region to 
another.11
 This brief study will concentrate upon the three titles used in the Acts and Epistles 
of the Apostolic Scriptures, namely, “elder,” “overseer,” and “deacon.” We may surmise 
at the outset that the Apostles considered these three designations as primary, since they 
use them exclusively, and, in the case of “overseer” and “deacon,” give qualifications 
necessary for these positions. It surely is within reason, however, that the functions 
prescribed for other synagogue titles (whatever these may have been) were in general 
subsumed in the duties of these three offices or positions.

Overseer (ejpivskopoß, episkopos)

 The primary meaning of the noun episkopos is “one who has the responsi-
bility of safeguarding or seeing to it that something is done in the correct way, a 
guardian.”12 This meaning is seen in the Lxx. For instance, in Num 4:16, the Lxx 
adds episkopos as a descriptive title to that of Eleazar, son of Aaron:

Eleazar the son of Aaron the priest is overseer — the oil of the light, and the 
incense of composition, and the daily meat-offering and the anointing oil, are his 
charge; even the oversight of the whole tabernacle, and all things that are in it in 
the holy place, in all the works.

Likewise, in Num 31:14 (cp. 2Ki 11:15), Moses is upset at the military captains, 
whom the Lxx designates as “overseers” (episkopoi). The steward of Zebul 
(Judges 9:28) is called an episkopos by the Lxx. In 2Ki 11:18 and 12:11 (cp. 
2Chron 34:12, 17), overseers are appointed to the Temple, who took charge of 
collecting and disbursing collected funds for the refurbishing and maintenance 
of the Temple. Likewise, an overseer apparently was in charge of organizing and 
maintaining the duties of the Levites (Neh 11:22). In one instance (Job 20:29), 
God is called the “overseeing God,” in that He apportions to each according to 
His will. Each of these usages substantiates the general meaning of the term, that 
is, of one who is responsible to safeguard something or see to it that something 
is done in the correct way.
 In the Greek and Roman society, episkopos is used to designate the gods 
who “watch over” treaties making them inviolable (Homer, Iliad, 22.254f). In 
this capacity, the gods not only guard contracts and treaties, but also punish 
those who violate them. Episkopos was also used of those who were given the 
charge over any given jurisdiction, such as state officials, governors, city 
government officials, treasurers, and judges. In one case, the officer in charge of 
the city mint at Ephesus is called an “overseer,” while elsewhere he is called a 

11 See the exhaustive work done by Lee Levine, The Ancient Synagogue (Yale, 2000), pp. 
287ff. His conclusion is (p. 426), “It is clear that there was no fixed nomenclature for 
synagogue leadership throughout the Jewish world of late antiquity.”

12 BDAG, “ejpivskopoß”.
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“ruler” (a[rcwn) and a “scribe” (grammateuv~).
 In Hellenistic Jewish writings, episkopos is employed in a similar manner. For 
instance, Philo uses the term to describe Moses, as well as Eleazar and Ithamar.13 Antio-
chus is called an episkopos in 1Macc 1:51, and Josephus uses the term in the sense of 
“guardian of moral and laws” (Ant 10.4), and applies it once to a police official (Ant 
12.5.4).
 Episkopos is found five times in the Apostolic Scriptures. Peter uses it of Yeshua, 
Who is the “shepherd and overseer of your souls” (1Pt 2:25). Elsewhere, the word is 
used in a more technical sense of those who have been appointed to an office within the 
believing community or ekklesia (Acts 20:28; Phil. 1:1; 1Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:7). While the 
term appears to have taken on a technical meaning in these latter references, the basic 
meaning of “guardian” or “one who is responsible for seeing that something is done in 
the correct way” is evident. That the term had gained a technical sense early in the 
Apostolic era is clear from the fact that Paul states the office of overseer (ejpiskophv, 
episkope) is something that may be sought (1Tim 3:1).

Elder (presbuvteroß, presbuteros)

 The word presbuteros has the basic meaning of “older man” (like the Hebrew ָזֵקן, 
zachein, see below), e.g., 1Tim 5:1. It thus also is found in the feminine form, 
presbutevra, presbutera, meaning an “older woman” (e.g., 1Tim 5:2). Since age should 
bring wisdom, it is obvious that “elder” could also designate those who were given 
leadership status within a given community. It likewise is clear that the term “elder” 
became a more technical term for leadership within the religious community, or in a 
given synagogue or ekklesia. Thus Paul appoints “elders in every ekklesia” (Acts 
14:23). (For more discussion on the meaning of “elder/presbuteros,” see below.)

Deacon (diavkonoß, diakonos)

 The basic meaning of diakonos is “one who serves as an intermediary in a transac-
tion; an agent; an intermediary; a courier.” This meaning was extended to include “one 
who gets something done, at the behest of a superior; an assistant.”14 In the Lxx, diako-
nos is used four times in Esther (Esth. 1:10; 2:2; 6:3, 5) to denote court servants. In 
4Macc 9:17 diakonos is used in a derogatory way (“lakey”) of the Gentile antagonists 
who were attempting to persuade Jews to renounce their faith. In the Lxx of Prov 10:4, 
the term is also used as a designation for someone lowly: “A son who is instructed shall 
be wise, and shall use the fool for a servant.” Interestingly, the common Hebrew term 
 eved, “servant,” is never translated by diakonos in the Lxx. It is most often‘ ,ֶעֶבד
translated with pai`ß, pais (“slave, servant”) or dou`loß, doulos (“slave, servant”).
 The word itself is often used of those who wait on tables, and thus it became a 
common term for “waiter” or “waitress.” Interestingly, a need that arose among the 
early community of The Way in Jerusalem was that of supplying food to the Hellenistic 
widows (Acts 6). Men of character were chosen to attend to this need. Whether this was 
the beginning of the deaconate, one can only surmise, but it seems highly probable.
 In the Apostolic Scriptures, the term retains its primary sense of “servant,” raised 
to a new level of worth owing to the teaching of Yeshua, that the one who serves is 
greatest of all (cf. Matt 20:26; 23:11; Mk 9:35). Thus, Yeshua has become “servant to 
the circumcision” (Rom 15:8), and those who would be His disciples must likewise be 
His servants (John 12:26). The word does retain, however, its common sense of a house 

13  Oepke, “ejpivskopoß” in TDNT, 2.615.
14  BDAG, “dia/konoß.”
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servant (John 2:5).
 In general, all those who have leadership responsibilities within the synagogue 
community are viewed as servants. Thus, the rulers of the synagogue are called diako-
noi, “servants” or “ministers” (Rom 13:4), and Paul regularly applies the term to 
himself and his fellow workers (1Cor. 3:5; 2Cor. 3:6; 6:4; 11:23; Eph. 3:7; 6:21; Col. 
1:7, 23, 25; 4:7; 1Tim. 4:6).
 The term diakonos, like that of episkopos, appears to have taken on a technical 
meaning as well, that is, of a specific office to which a person could be appointed within 
the Apostolic community of The Way or ekklesia. Phoebe is specifically said to be “a 
servant of the ekklesia which is at Cenchrea” (Rom 16:1), and the epistle of Paul to the 
Philippians is addressed to “the overseers and deacons” (Phil 1:1). Likewise, following 
the requirements listed for an overseer, Paul goes on to list those characteristics required 
for a deacon (1Tim 3:8ff). This juxtaposition of the two would strongly indicate that 
Paul considered them complementary offices within the believing ekklesia.
 In general, it appears that the deacons of the community may have taken upon 
themselves the responsibility of the tangible needs of the community, particularly the 
physical needs of widows and the sick (and this is all the more evident if Acts 6 is the 
beginning of the deaconate). It may have been that the deacons also were in charge of 
collecting funds, again, for the aid of those in need.

Developing a Leadership Structure in Torah Communities

 As we strive to recover a biblical pattern for community life, one of the essentials 
we must strive to implement is how community leadership is structured. We may 
immediately discard the leadership pattern, so prevalent in the Christian Church, in 
which a single “pastor” or “bishop” has the primary rule, and all other positions of 
leadership are subservient to him. There is not one example in the Apostolic Scriptures 
of a community ruled or led by a single individual. Even the Apostles followed the 
pattern established by Yeshua Himself, in going out upon their missions with at least 
two (cf. Mk 6:7; Lk 10:1; Acts 13:2f). Thus, wherever the leadership of a given commu-
nity is addressed, it is always in the plural.
 But what is the working relationship between the three designations that dominate 
the epistles, that is, “elders,” “overseers,” and “deacons?” As noted, Phil 1:1 seems to 
sum up the leadership of the Philippian community as “overseers and deacons,” sug-
gesting that “elders” and “overseers” are one and the same. Or to put it another way, by 
the time of Paul’s epistles, were the terms “elder” and “overseer” used interchangeably?

Are the two terms (elders/overseers) used of the same office?

 It has commonly been held that the two terms, elder and overseer, refer to one and 
the same office within the messianic communities of the Apostolic era. This view has 
usually been based upon three passages in the Aposotlic Scriptures:

Acts 20

 In Acts 20, we see Paul in Ephesus, where he called the leaders of the believing 
community together: “From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called to him the elders of 
the ekklesia” (Acts 20:17). Luke recounts Paul’s address to the elders, and notes his 
words as follows: “Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the 
Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the ekklesia of God which He pur-
chased with His own blood” (Acts 20:28). The fact that the gathered group of leaders is 
first designated “elders” and then specifically said to have been “made overseers” has 
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been taken as proof that the two designations refer to one and the same office.
 
Titus 1:5–9

 In Paul’s epistle to Titus, the same phenomenon occurs, i.e., the apparent equation 
of “elders” and “overseers”—

Titus 1:5 For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in order what 
remains and appoint elders in every city as I directed you, 6 namely, if any man 
is above reproach, the husband of one wife, having children who believe, not 
accused of dissipation or rebellion. 7 For the overseer must be above reproach 
as God’s steward, not self-willed, not quick-tempered, not addicted to wine, not 
pugnacious, not fond of sordid gain, 8 but hospitable, loving what is good, sen-
sible, just, devout, self-controlled, 9 holding fast the faithful word which is in 
accordance with the teaching, so that he will be able both to exhort in sound 
doctrine and to refute those who contradict. 

1Peter 5:1–4

1Pet. 5:1 Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and wit-
ness of the sufferings of Messiah, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be 
revealed, 2 shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising oversight not un-
der 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.

 In Peter’s exhortation, we see a number of designations for leadership grouped 
together. He addresses the leaders as “elders” (presbuteroi), considering himself to be 
their fellow “elder,” and then exhorts them to “shepherd” (poimaivnw, poimaino) the 
flock of God, acting as overseers (ejpiskopou`nteß, episkopountes, a participle based 
upon the verbal root ejpiskopevw, episkopeõ with which the term “overseer” [ejpivskopoß] 
is cognate). We should note, however, that this participle (“exercising oversight”) is not 
contained in all of the early Greek manuscripts (א* B 33 contain the word; ∏72 אcorr2 A 
leave it out). Metzger (A Textual Commentary) notes that the variant could result from 
several things: 1) scribes might have considered the participle “exercising oversight” to 
have been superfluous, coming as it does immediately after “shepherd the flock,” and 
therefore omitted it; 2) the equation of “elders” with “overseers” was deemed inappro-
priate by the 3rd Century, and therefore it was omitted (since by the 3rd Century, and 
perhaps earlier, the office of “overseer” or “bishop” had risen to a position of authority 
over “elders”). It is difficult to ascertain whether this participle should be retained or 
not, since the witnesses are somewhat evenly divided. The scales slightly tip in favor of 
retaining the participle (as do all the English translations with the exception of the REB) 
since the original reading of א as well as B and 33 contain it. Likewise, the explanations 
for why it would be omitted in some of the witnesses seem more probable than those 
given for its addition.
 If we do retain the participle in this text, this is yet another example of what 
appears to be the equation of “elders” and “overseers,” in that elders are admonished to 
exercise the role or activity of “overseers.”
 
Two Offices Mentioned Together

 An additional phenomenon occurs in the Apostolic Scriptures, namely, that leaders 
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of the believing communities are addressed as “overseers and deacons.” If elders were 
considered a separate office from that of overseers, we would expect a threefold designa-
tion, “overseers, elders, and deacons.”

Phil 1:1

Paul and Timothy, bond-servants of Messiah Yeshua, to all the saints in Messiah 
Yeshua who are in Philippi, including the overseers and deacons:

Likewise, in giving specific qualifications for leaders, Paul lists the qualifications for 
overseers and deacons, but does not list qualifications for elders (1Tim 3). This has been 
taken to indicate that elders and overseers were viewed by the Apostle as one and the 
same.
 This same twofold designation is found in the Didache (usually dated to the end of 
the 1st Cent):

Did. 15:1 Therefore appoint for yourselves bishops (overseers) and deacons wor-
thy of the Lord, men who are humble and not avaricious and true and approved, 
for they too carry out for you the ministry of the prophets and teachers. 2 You 
must not, therefore, despise them, for they are your honored men, along with the 
prophets and teachers.

Likewise, 1Clement (about the end of the 1st Cent) seems to equate elders and overseers:

1Clem. 42:1 The Apostles received the Gospel for us from the Lord Jesus Christ; 
Jesus the Christ was sent forth from God. 2 So then Christ is from God, and the 
Apostles are from Christ. Both, therefore, came of the will of God in good order. 
3 Having therefore received their orders and being fully assured by the resurrec-
tion of our Lord Jesus Christ and full of faith in the word of God, they went forth 
with the firm assurance that the Holy Spirit gives, preaching the good news that 
the Kingdom of God was about to come. 4 So, preaching both in the country and 
in the towns, they appointed their firstfruits, when they had tested them by the 
Spirit, to be bishops and deacons for the future believers. 5 And this was no new 
thing they did, for indeed something had been written about bishops and deacons 
many years ago; for somewhere thus says the Scripture: “I will appoint their 
bishops in righteousness and their deacons in faith.”

This last statement by Clement, that the Scriptures speak to the appointment of “bishops” 
and “deacons” is an allusion to the Lxx of Is 60:17 ( kai; dwvsw tou;ß a[rcontavß sou ejn 
eijrhvnh/ kaiv tou;ß ejpisko/vouß sou ejn dikaiosuvnh/, “and I will give your rulers in peace and 
your overseers in righteousness”). It appears the 1Clement has paraphrased the Lxx, 
equating a[rcontavß (arcontas, “rulers”) with “deacons” and ejpiskovpouß (episkopous, 
“overseers”) with “bishops.”15

 It seems clear, then, that in the emerging Christian Church of the late 1st and early 
2nd Centuries, the two designations (overseer and elder) were generally equated. It was 
not long, however, until the Christian Church separated these two into two distinct 
offices, the bishop having authority over the elders, and eventually created what was 
called the office of “Universal Bishop,” which was the forerunner of the Pope in the 
Roman Catholic Church.
 But this phenomenon of the early equation of “elder” with “overseer” and the 

15 Note 1Clement 44 where “bishops” and “presbyters” are equated. Note also the Epistle of 
Polycarp 5 were the twofold designation, “presybters and deacons” is used, apparently 
equating it with “bishops and deacons.”
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subsequent division of the offices in the emerging Christian Church is not necessarily to 
be taken as the sole interpretation of the passages from the Apostolic Scriptures noted 
above. While it seems at a first reading that the term “elder” is synonymous with 
“overseer,” a number of issues remain unresolved. First is the fact that the term “elder” 
had long been used within the Jewish communities, and was current in the synagogue of 
the 1st Century. This fact needs to be given its full weight when attempting to under-
stand the use of the term “elder” in the early communities of The Way. The manner in 
which an elder functioned in the traditional synagogue most surely undergirded its use 
in the Apostolic Synagogues of Yeshua’s followers.16 
 Secondly, it seems significant that Paul describes the office as that of “overseer” 
when he prescribes the necessary qualifications (1Tim 3) without any mention of the 
term “elder.” Granted, in Titus 1 he does use both terms, yet this is not an iron-clad 
argument that the two terms are necessarily entirely equal. This is especially the case 
when one considers the use of “elder” (ָזֵקן, zaqein) as a common designation in syna-
gogue circles. 
 Thirdly, we are surprised at the notice of Luke in Acts 14:23 that Paul and Barn-
abas “… appointed elders for them in every ekklesia….” If, as is often suggested, elders 
were a natural phenomenon in the Jewish community, composed of the heads of house-
holds, why would they need to be “appointed” (ceirotonevw, cheirotoneo)?
 It will be profitable, then, for us to investigate the use of “elder” in the 
synagogue of the 1st Century in order to lay the background (or should we say 
“foreground”) of the leadership structure in the early synagogues of The Way.

Elder (ָזֵקן) in the 1st Century Synagogue

 The basic sense of ָזֵקן, zaqein is “older man” (e.g., Gen 25:8; 1Ki 12:8; Ps 148:12; 
Prov 17:6; Jer 31:13). This same meaning obtains for the Greek presbuteros (e.g., Acts 
2:17; 1Tim 5:1). This meaning is evident in Avot 5:21 (which is a later addition—the 
Kaufman Manuscript does not contain 5:21-23 of the traditional Avot as contained in 
the Prayerbook [siddur]):

He [Judah b. Tema] would say, “(1) At five to Scripture, (2) ten to Mishnah, (3) 
thirteen to religious duties, (4) fifteen to Talmud, (5) eighteen to the wedding 
canopy, (6) twenty to responsibility for providing for a family, (7) thirty to full-
ness of strength, (8) forty to understanding, (9) fifty to counsel, (10) sixty to old 
age (11) ,(ֶלִזְקָנה) seventy to ripe old age, (12) eighty to remarkable strength, (13) 
ninety to a bowed back, and (14) at a hundred–he is like a corpse who has al-
ready passed and gone from this world.”

Note as well 1Pet 5:1–5 which contrasts “elders” (v. 1) with “younger men” (v. 5).
 Throughout the Scriptures, seniority entitles people to respect (e.g., Lev 19:32) 
and age is considered to bring experience and therefore wisdom (e.g., 1Ki 12:6–15; 
Prov 4:1; 5:1). Thus, throughout the history of Israel as given in the Tanach, the leading 
men are the elders of the nation (e.g., Ex 3:16, 18; Lev 4:15; Judges 21:16; 1Sa 4:3; 2Sa 
3:17; 1Ki 8:1, 3; 2Ki 23:1). The elders of Israel are charged with guarding the Torah and 
reading it to the people (Deut 31:9–13) and they act as judges along with the priests 
(Deut 19:12; 21:19ff; 22:15–18; Josh 20:4; Ruth 4:2, 4, 9, 11; 1Ki 21:8, 11; 2Ki 10:1, 
5). This general function of elders appears to be a wide practice in the Ancient Near 
East, not something unique in Israel (e.g., Gen 50:7; Num 22:4, 7). 
 Of course, age alone was not sufficient, meaning that not all older men were wise 

16 Contrary to David W. Miller, “The Uniqueness of New Testament Church Eldership,” GTJ 
(6:2, Fall 1985), 317–27.
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and worthy of leadership. Thus, when Moses is admonished by Jethro to find help in the 
realm of judging the people, criteria were set forth for selecting such leaders (Ex 18:21, 
cf. Num 11:16–30). The Torah Psalm (119) teaches that one who studies the Torah and 
lives it out (obeys it) has more understanding than the aged (119:100). Thus, in ancient 
Israel, even younger men who show themselves wise may at times give counsel to the 
elders (Susanna 42–50).17 
 It seems obvious that when a council of elders is referred to in the Tanach, it cannot 
mean all the heads of all the households. Though we are not told exactly how a council 
of elders was chosen, surely there must have been some selection process. Thus, Moses 
is first to go to the elders of Israel after receiving instructions about approaching Pharaoh 
(Ex 3:16, 18), and the elders were to accompany him to speak with Pharaoh. Moreover, 
70 of the elders are chosen to ascend the mountain with Moses and Aaron (Ex 24:9). 
Some selection process must have taken place. The same is true of the role of the elders 
of a city in the event that a corpse is found in the field (Deut 19). Here, the elders and 
judges work together to determine how to resolve the situation. In Deut 21, the rebellious 
son is brought by his father and mother to the elders at the gate, indicating that the father 
himself is not one of the elders. The same is true of a woman who was married as a 
virgin but accused otherwise (Deut 22:15). Elders are grouped with priests (e.g., Deut 
31:9; Jer 19:1), with officers (ׁשֹוֵטר, shoteir, e.g., Deut 29:10), with judges (Deut. 21:2; 
Josh. 8:33; 23:2; 24:1; Ezra 10:14), and with heads (רֹאִׁשים, r’oshim, which must de-
scribe some level of officer or official, e.g., Josh. 23:2; 24:1; 1Kings 8:1; 2Chr. 5:2). In 
these examples, no clear definitions can be ascertained as to what constituted the differ-
ence between elders, judges, heads, or officers. Yet what is obvious is that within the 
various groupings, the term elders cannot refer to all heads of households. Certain of the 
older men (elders) were chosen and appointed to their position of leadership, apparently 
as representatives of all the heads of households.
 Such a council of elders appears to be the group who consulted together with 
Jonathan Maccabaeus as a ruling council of the nation (1Macc 12:35), and most likely 
was the forerunner of the eventual Sanhedrin. Eventually this council was designated as 
the gerousiva, gerousia (Judith 4:8; 1Macc 12:6; 2Macc 1:10; Acts 5:21, cf. Ant. 12.3.3 
[12.138]). Interestingly, in Judith 6:14–16; 8:10f; 10:6, the rulers of the city are called 
“elders,” but occasionally they call together the larger body or council of elders. In this 
regard, Josephus takes the view that a city should have seven rulers or judges, assisted by 
two officers from the tribe of Levi (Ant 4.7.14, 38 [4.214, 287]; War 2.20.5 [2.570f]). 
These officers of the tribe of Levi were apparently deemed necessary in order to provide 
expert knowledge on matters related to the Torah. In the Letter of Aristeas (which relates 
the story of the translation of the Lxx), elders are said to have been chosen from each 
tribe to translate the Torah into Greek, based not merely upon their age (lines 122, 318) 
as by a virtuous life and by their knowledge and understanding of the Torah (lines 32, 
121f, 321). It appears that during the time of Ezra, the duties of teaching and judging 
from the Torah, which were originally given to the priests (e.g., Lev 10:10f; Deut 33:10; 
Mal 2:6f), were taken over by scholars (scribes) who became known as elders. Ben Sira 
(2nd Century BCE) writes in Ecclesiasticus of wise “scribes” (38:24–39:11), wise 
“elders” (6:34; 8:8f; 25:3–6) and wise “men” (3:29; 18:27–9; 27:11f; 37:22–6), appar-
ently equating these various designations. In the rabbinic literature, the task of teaching 
the Torah is almost entirely the responsibility of “elders” who are also called “sages” 
(wise teachers).18 While the Apostolic Scriptures use “elders” in this manner (cf. Lk 7:3), 

17 Susanna contains the apocryphal additions to the book of Daniel, found in the Old Lxx, and 
some other versions. We cannot presume that the scenario presented in Susanna was com-
mon, but it does demonstrate that even a young man may have wisdom superior to the older 
men of the community.

18 cf. m.Maaser Sheni 5:9; m.Sanhedrin 11:1f; m.Shabbat 16:8. Cf. Lee Levine, The Ancient 
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the terms “scribes,” “teachers of the Torah,” or “lawyers” are also used. In time, these 
teachers were called “rabbis.” Yeshua Himself is viewed as such a teacher, for in Matt 
7:29 His authority in teaching is recognized vis-à-vis the scribes. Elders taught in the 
Temple (Lk 2:46) but most often their influence is seen in the synagogue (Matt 23:6; 
Mk 1:21f; Lk 5:17; 6:6f; 7:3–5; Jn 12:42).
 Thus, by the 1st Century CE, the term “elder” could denote various aspects. The 
term still retained (1) its basic meaning of “older man,” but it could also (2) denote a 
man selected from the other elders as a ruler or judge, because of his character and 
abilities or (3) a man specifically qualified to be a judge, and also a teacher, because of 
his special knowledge of the Torah. The fact that the priests retained their ancient duty 
of being teachers of the Torah meant that elders and priests were often associated, and 
this is regularly the case in the Apostolic Scriptures (Matt.21:23; 26:3, 47; 27:1, 3, 12, 
20; 28:11f; Acts 4:23; 23:14; 25:15). It was from this group of teachers and judges that 
the Sanhedrin was constituted, so that “elders and chief priests” are included among its 
seventy-one members (Matt 27:1; Mk 8:31; 14:53; 15:1; Lk 22:66; Acts 4:5, 8, 23; 
22:5). The designations “scribes” and “rulers,” also seen within the Sanhedrin, are terms 
which probably overlap those of “elders” and “chief priests.”
 The governance of the synagogue in the 1st Century CE included additional 
offices to those of the wider community. We are met with the regularly used title of 
ajrcisunavgwgoß (archisunagogos), meaning “ruler of the synagogue,” sometimes 
written a[rcwn th`ß sunagwgh`ß (archon tes sunagoges). It appears that the archisunago-
gos was responsible for keeping order in the synagogue, and assuring that the order of 
service, and the various halachic rulings that regulated synagogue service, were main-
tained. He apparently chose those who would read and teach from the Scriptures (Acts 
13:15), and may have had some hand in leading the prayers and lessons. Yet the ar-
chisunagogos was not normally one of the teaching elders. Often he was the founder or 
benefactor of the synagogue, and acted more as the general administrator, especially as 
this related to social and political relations with the non-Jewish community in which the 
synagogue existed.
 The archisunagogos was assisted by the chazzan (ַחָּזן), called uJpevreteß (huper-
etes) in Greek. His apparent duties were to oversee the handling and rolling of the 
scrolls (Lk 4:20), to sound the shofar to announce the beginning of the Sabbath and 
Festivals (t.Sukkah 4:12), and to administer lashes upon convicted criminals (m.Makkot 
3:12f). It may well be that he had additional civil duties, including some liaison with the 
Roman government. An interesting note in the Talmud (b.Pesachim 49b) gives an 
apparent ranking of office-holders in the Jewish community:

Our Rabbis taught: Let a man always sell all he has and marry the daughter of a 
scholar (תלמיד חכם). If he does not find the daughter of a scholar, let him marry 
the daughter of [one of] the great men of the generation (גדולי הדור).19 If he does 
not find the daughter of [one of] the great men of the generation, let him marry 
the daughter of the head of synagogues (ראשי הכנסיות). If he does not find the 
daughter of the head of synagogues, let him marry the daughter of a charity 
treasurer (גבאי צדקה). If he does not find the daughter of a charity treasurer, let 
him marry the daughter of an elementary school-teacher (מלמדי תינוקות), but let 
him not marry the daughter of an ‘am ha-arez…

Thus, the teaching elder ranked first, the community-ruler second, and the synagogue 

Synagogue (Yale, 2000), pp. 407f.
19 The Mishnah refers to “charity treasurers,” m.Demai 3.1; m.Kiddushin 4.5, cf. b.Bava Batra 

8b where it is stated that a city should have three: two to collect funds and a third to distrib-
ute them.
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ruler, third. The chazzan is not mentioned, but the Mishnah (m.Sotah 9.15) ranks him 
below the school-teacher, putting him sixth. Granted, this Talmudic notice was no doubt 
the work of rabbis (who thus ranked themselves first), and it is late (i.e., written during 
the Talmudic era). It may, however, reflect at least some of the situation in the earlier 
centuries. If so, it would seem that the de facto situation in the 1st Century synagogues 
involved a hierarchy of offices or positions.
 We may thus inquire as to how such a ranking was achieved. In the above quoted 
paragraph from the Talmud, it is clear that revered teachers rank first in the order of 
importance. But were these teachers publicly recognized for their skill and wisdom, or 
was it simply that they obtained their position as the natural outcome of their acumen? 
To put it another way, was there a ceremony of ordination in the 1st Century that gave 
particular recognition and therefore authority within the community?

Laying on of Hands

 Traditionally, two verses in the Pauline Pastoral letters to Timothy have been 
interpreted as indicating some formal ceremony of ordination. These are:

1Tim. 4:14 Do not neglect the spiritual gift within you, which was bestowed on 
you through prophetic utterance with the laying on of hands by the presbytery.

2Tim. 1:6 For this reason I remind you to kindle afresh the gift of God which is 
in you through the laying on of my hands.

With regard to 1Tim 4:14, commentators have generally considered the “gift” (cavrisma, 
charisma) to be Timothy’s general gifting whereby he was seen as fit for the authoritative 
position he apparently held in the region of Ephesus (1Tim 1:3) at Paul’s request. Fair-
bairn is representative:

The prophecy, therefore, is to be viewed as the distinct enunciation of God’s will 
in respect to Timothy’s qualifications—his spiritual as well as natural qualifica-
tions for the evangelistic office; and the formal designation of him by the presby-
tery was the church’s response to the declared mind of God, and appropriate ac-
tion to carry it into effect.20

 
With this interpretation of 1Tim 4:14 in mind, the second text is generally understood as 
Paul’s admonition to Timothy that he not forget the affirmation of the elders who or-
dained him, but that he should be encouraged (“kindle afresh”) in the high responsibility 
of the office to which he was appointed, and lead forth with full confidence that his 
leadership was confirmed as evident and true.
 It certainly is possible that this is the meaning of the texts, and that Timothy 
underwent some public ceremony in which the elders (of Lystra?, cf. Acts 16:1) placed 
hands upon him, and in prayer and/or prophecy, committed him to the special task of 
leadership. But it is noteworthy that throughout the book of Acts, the “laying on of 
hands” is consistently linked with the giving of a particular endowment of the Spirit, but 
not necessarily in the realm of conferring authority or positions of leadership. For 
instance, in Acts 8, those who had come to faith in Samaria had not received the special 

20 Patrick Fairbairn, The Pastoral Epistles (Zondervan, 1956 [reprint of the 1874 edition by T & 
T Clark]), p.189. Generally, the same interpretation is taken by many. See White, “1Timothy” 
in The Expositor’s Greek Testament (Eerdmans, 1970), 4:126-27; Willam Hendricksen, New 
Testament Commentary: Exposition of the Pastoral Epistles (Baker, 1957), p. 159, as well as 
others.
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gifting of the Spirit that the disciples in Jerusalem had received on the day of Shavuot 
(Acts 2). When Peter and John come to the new believers, they lay their hands upon 
them (Acts 8:17) and they “receive the Holy Spirit.” This “laying on of hands” is not a 
ritual of ordination for leaders, but an extending of the Spirit’s promised empowering 
for the ingathering of the nations.
 The same phenomenon, of the giving of the Spirit by laying on of hands, is found 
in Acts 19. Here Paul meets up with some disciples of John who were not yet aware of 
what happened on Shavuot in the giving of the Spirit. When asked whether they had 
received the Holy Spirit, they responded that they were unaware that the Holy Spirit had 
come, and after being baptized in the name of Yeshua, Paul laid his hands upon them, 
and “the Holy Spirit came on them, and they began speaking with tongues and proph-
esying” (Acts 19:7). Once again, the laying on of hands resulted in a special endowment 
of spiritual gifts.
 Healing as a manifestation of the Spirit’s power was also accomplished by the 
laying on of hands. Note Acts 9:17, where the same phrase, “laying on of hands” 
describes what Ananias did to Paul. Having been struck blind by the glory of Yeshua as 
He encountered him on his way to Damascus, Paul sat in darkness. Ananias lays his 
hands upon him, and says: “Brother Saul, the Lord Yeshua, who appeared to you on the 
road by which you were coming, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be 
filled with the Holy Spirit.” The result of this “laying on of hands” was that Paul 
regained his sight, and was baptized. Once again, this same phrase (ejpitivqhmi + ceivr) is 
used.
 Similarly, Acts 28:8 tells of Paul’s healing of the father of Publius, who was bed 
ridden with recurring fever and dysentery. After praying, Paul laid is hands upon him 
and he was healed.
 There are several times when the laying on of hands appears to be a kind of 
commissioning ceremony, not directly connected with the giving of the Spirit or heal-
ing. In Acts 6, those men who were chosen to care for the widows of the Hellenistic 
community were brought to the Apostles and set forward to their work by the laying on 
of hands (Acts 6:6). Likewise, we encounter the ritual of “laying on of hands” in the 
commissioning of Paul and Barnabas to be sent out for ministry among the Gentiles. 
After fasting and praying, the Spirit indicated that Paul and Barnabas should be “set 
apart…for the work to which I have called them” (Acts 13:2). 
 When we compare these two examples in Acts to those notices regarding Timothy 
(1Tim 4:14; 2Tim 1:6), we find remarkably similar language. Timothy receives a gift 
(carivsma) by the laying on of hands, and is exhorted to utilize this gift to its fullest 
(“kindle afresh”). Very often in the Pauline Epistles, the word charisma is connected to 
the gifts of the Holy Spirit.21 While this may not be conclusive for determining the exact 
meaning of “laying on of hands” as it pertains to Timothy, it seems very possible that 
Paul is referring to an endowment of a particular spiritual gift (teaching/prophecy?) 
bestowed upon Timothy through the laying on of hands by the leading elders of his 
community, much in the same way that the power of the Spirit was transferred to others 
in Acts by the laying on of hands.
 However, regarding Timothy, one further verse in the Pastorals may 
indicate that the effect of “laying on of hands” as seen in Acts (in which some 
receive the Spirit and others are commissioned to a particular ministry), is 
combined. Note 1Tim 5:22–

Do not lay hands upon anyone too hastily and thereby share responsibility for the 
sins of others; keep yourself free from sin.

21 Rom. 1:11; 12:6; 1Cor. 7:7; 12:4, 9, 28, 30.
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This admonition concludes a paragraph about elders (presbuteroi), 1Tim 5:17–21:

17 The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, espe-
cially those who work hard at preaching and teaching. 18 For the Scripture says, 
“You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing,” and “The laborer is worthy 
of his wages.” 19 Do not receive an accusation against an elder except on the 
basis of two or three witnesses. 20 Those who continue in sin, rebuke in the pres-
ence of all, so that the rest also will be fearful of sinning. 21 I solemnly charge 
you in the presence of God and of Messiah Yeshua and of His chosen angels, to 
maintain these principles without bias, doing nothing in a spirit of partiality.

Here, the laying on of hands is clearly a commissioning of a man to join the council of 
elders within the community, some of whom apparently were responsible for “preaching 
and teaching” (oiJ kipiw`nteß ejn lovgw/ kai; didaskaliva/). Since one of the primary tasks 
given to Timothy was to ensure that the teachers at Ephesus were adhering to the Apos-
tolic doctrines (1Tim 1:3f), it stands to reason that he was also commissioned to assist in 
the appointment of teachers. In the context of this paragraph, “laying hands upon anyone 
hastily” surely must be understood as too quickly recognizing a man whose duties would 
include guarding what is taught to the congregation.
 Thus, it seems reasonable to conclude that the “laying on of hands” as it pertained 
personally to Timothy included not only the endowment of a particular spiritual gift, but 
also included his own commissioning to function as an apostolic authority in the absence 
of Paul. In his case, the two uses of the phrase found in Acts are combined.

Rabbinic Ordination

 The idea that the “laying on of hands” as found in the Pastoral Epistles 
denotes some form of ordination to a particular leadership role is usually 
paralleled to the rabbinic ritual of semikah. Rabbinic ordination was essentially 
the conferring of a masters’s authority upon one of his disciples, so that the 
disciple could teach in the masters’s name, i.e., with the full authority of the 
master. It is usually thought that once a disciple was so ordained, he would 
receive the title “rabbi.”22 However, Shaye J. D. Cohen has shown conclusively 
that the term “rabbi” (and its equivalents) was not regularly used as a title of an 
office until the 2nd Century CE,23 and Newman doubts whether the institution of 
ordination existed before 70 CE.24

 The first use of a title such as “rabbi” is connected to Rabban Gamliel, who was 
one of the early nasim of the Sanhedrin following the period of the zugot. Whereas in the 
1st Century BCE the Sanhedrin was ruled by two Sages (zugot meaning “pairs”), begin-
ning with Hillel I, the Sanhedrin was led by a single Sage (nasi meaning “prince” or 
“ruler”). Generally, however, it is the tradition that the title “rabbi” began to be used by 
Yochanan ben Zakkai, (40–80 CE), who conferred it upon his disciples. A 10th Century 
letter of the Sherira Goan gives this explanation:

The title “rabbi” is borne by the sages of Palestine, who were ordained by the 
Sanhedrin in accordance with the custom handed down by the elders and were 

22 For an investigation into the use and meaning of the title “rabbi,” see my paper, “The term 
rabbi (Rabbi) in the Gospels” (1992), available at www.torahresource.com.

23 Shaye J. D. Cohen, “Epigraphical Rabbis”, JQR 72 (July, 1981), 1-17.  
24 Julius Newman, Semikhah (Ordination): a Study in its Origin, History, and Function in 

Rabbinic Literature (Manchester: The Univ Press, 1950); see the comments of Roger 
Beckwith, Elders in Every City (Paternoster, 2003), pp. 38ff.
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denominated “Rabbi”, and received authority to judge in penal cases; while 
“Rab” is the title of the Babylonian sages, who received their ordination in their 
colleges. The more ancient generations, however, which were far superior, had 
no such titles as “Rabban”, “Rabbi”, or “Rab” for either the Babylonian or Pal-
estinian sages. This is evident from the fact that Hillel I, who came from Baby-
lon, had not the title “Rabban” prefixed to his name. Of the prophets, also, who 
were very eminent, it is simply said, “Haggai the prophet”, etc. “Ezra did not 
come up from Babylon”, etc., the title “Rabban” not being used. Indeed, this 
title is not met with earlier than the time of the patriarchate. It was first used of 
Rabban Gamaliel the Elder, Rabban Simon his son and Rabban Johanan ben 
Zakkai, all of whom were patriarches or presidents of the Sanhedrin. The title 
“Rabbi” too came into vogue among those who received the laying on of the 
hands at this period, as, for instance, Rabbi Zadok, Rabbi Eliezer ben Jacob, and 
others, and dates from the time of the disciples of Rabban Jochanan ben Zakkai 
downward. Now the order of these titles is as follows: “Rabbi” is greater than 
“Rab”; “Rabban” again is greater than “Rabbi”; while the simple name is great-
er than “Rabban”.25

Regardless of when the title “rabbi” became commonly attached to the ceremony of 
semikah or ordination, it seems clear that conferring authority upon a disciple by his 
mentor, marked by some ceremony of ordination, was well known in the 1st Century. 
We may presume that the title “rabbi” (and corresponding terms) was used of respected 
teachers, whether or not they had undergone official ordination. There is no indication, 
for instance, that Yeshua received semikah, yet in the Gospels He is referred to by the 
title “rabbi” as well as the Aramaic “rabboni.”26 Here is further proof that the title 
“rabbi” was used of a respected teacher in the 1st Century, and only later became an 
official title for one who had received rabbinic ordination in a formal sense.
 How soon the more formal and official rabbinic ordination came into existence is 
not possible to ascertain. We know that by Talmudic times (300 CE–500CE), it was well 
known.27 While the later Talmuds cannot be taken as necessarily reflecting the precise 
situation in the earlier centuries, it is still interesting to note how the issue of rabbinic 
ordination developed in the post-destruction era.
 For instance, we find this saying of Rabbi Eleazar, who may be Eleazar b. Hyrca-
nus, the teacher of Akiva: 

When R. Eleazar went up to the Land of Israel he remarked, ‘I have escaped 
[one penalty]’. When he was ordained he said, ‘I have now escaped two [penal-
ties]’. When he was given a seat on the council for intercalation he exclaimed, 
‘I have escaped the three [penalties]’; for it is said in Scripture, And My hand 
shall be against the prophets that see vanity etc. They shall not be in the council 
of My people, which refers to the council for intercalation, neither shall they be 
written in the register of the house of Israel, refers to ordination; neither shall 
they enter into the land of Israel [is to be understood] in accordance with its 
plain meaning. (b.Ketubbot 112a)

The explanation is based upon Ezekiel 13:9, “So My hand will be against the prophets 
who see false visions and utter lying divinations. They will have no place in the council 
of My people, nor will they be written down in the register of the house of Israel, nor 
will they enter the land of Israel, that you may know that I am the Lord GOD.” Since 

25 Quoted from Shanks, “Is the Title ‘Rabbi’ Anachronistic in the Gospels?”, JQR 53 (1962-
63),  338.

26 Matt. 23:7-8; 26:25,49; Mark 9:5; 10:51; 11:21; 14:45; John 1:38,49; 3:2,26; 4:31; 6:25; 9:2; 
11:8; 20:16

27 b.Ketuvot 112a; b.Bava Kama 80b; b.Sanhedrin 13b–14a; b.Avodah Zera 8b; 19b.
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Eleazar had come to the Land, the final curse of this passage evidently did not apply to 
him. He understood his place in the Sanhedrin, which determined the intercalation of the 
calendar, to have exempted him from the second curse. And his ordination meant that he 
had been “written in the register of the house of Israel,” indicating that he had not been 
given the third curse of Ezekiel’s prophecy. This type of midrashic exegesis was typical 
of some of the Sages.
 In another Talmudic notice, we read:

What is the meaning of the words, ‘if the door to prosperity has been shut to an 
individual it will not speedily be opened’? — Mar Zutra said: It refers to ordina-
tion. (b.Bava Kama 80b)

Mar Zutra was an Amora in Babylon, 375–425 CE. His interpretation of this saying is 
that if a scholar is shown at one point in his life to be unworthy, either in character or 
wisdom, it is far more difficult for him to be ordained later on.
 The most extensive discussion of rabbinic ordination is found in b.Sanhedrin 
13b–14a:

It is taught: The laying on [of hands], and the laying on [of hands] of the Elders 
is performed by three. What is meant by, ‘Laying on [of hands]’, and ‘Laying on 
[of hands] of the Elders’? — R. Johanan said: [The latter] refers to the ordination 
of Elders. Abaye asked R. Joseph: Whence do we deduce that three are required 
for the ordination of Elders? Shall we say, from the verse, And he [Moses] laid 
his hand upon him [Joshua]? If so, one should be sufficient! And should you say, 
Moses stood in place of seventy-one, then seventy-one should be the right num-
ber! — The difficulty remained unanswered.
R. Aha the son of Raba, asked R. Ashi: Is ordination effected by the literal laying 
on of hands? — [No,] he answered; it is by the conferring of the degree: He is 
designated by the title of Rabbi and granted the authority to adjudicate cases of 
kenas [the laws regarding fines].
Cannot one man alone ordain? Did not Rab Judah say in Rab’s name: ‘May this 
man indeed be remembered for blessing — his name is R. Judah b. Baba; were it 
not for him, the laws of kenas would have been forgotten in Israel.’ Forgotten? 
Then they could have been learned. But these laws might have been abolished; 
because once the wicked Government [i.e., that of Hadrian], decreed that who-
ever performed an ordination should be put to death, and whoever received ordi-
nation should he put to death, the city in which the ordination took place demol-
ished, and the boundaries [תחומין, that is, boundaries governing a Sabbath day’s 
journey] wherein it had been performed, uprooted. What did R. Judah b. Baba 
do? He went and sat between two great mountains, [that lay] between two large 
cities; between the Sabbath boundaries of the cities of Usha and Shefaram [these 
were two cities in the Galil in which the Sanhedrin sought refuge] and there or-
dained five elders [the designation for ordained Sages before the use of “rabbi” as 
a title]: viz., R. Meir, R. Judah, R. Simeon, R. Jose and R. Eliezer b. Shamua’. R. 
Avia adds also R. Nehemia in the list. As soon as their enemies discovered them 
he [R. Judah b. Baba] urged them: ‘My children, flee.’ They said to him, ‘What 
will become of thee, Rabbi?’ ‘I lie before them like a stone which none [is con-
cerned to] overturn,’ [meaning he considered himself of no value] he replied. It 
was said that the enemy did not stir from the spot until they had driven three 
hundred iron spear-heads into his body, making it like a sieve [indicating that one 
Sages was able to ordain others]. With R. Judah b. Baba were in fact some others, 
but in honour to him, they were not mentioned.
Was R. Meir indeed ordained by R. Judah b. Baba? Did not Rabbah b. Bar Han-
nah say in R. Johanan’s name: He who asserts that R. Meir was not ordained by 
R. Akiba is certainly in error? — R. Akiba had indeed ordained him, but the or-
dination was not acceptable; [Rashi explains that R. Meir was too young at the 
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time Akiva ordained him. Herford, in his Pirkei Avot, suggests that Akiva or-
dained him while on a journey outside of the Land, and that ordination that took 
place outside of the Land was not valid] while R. Judah b. Baba’s later ordina-
tion, on the other hand, was accepted [either because he was old enough, or be-
cause it was performed within the Land, as the following words of R. Joshua b. 
Levi explain].
R. Joshua b. Levi said: There is no ordination outside Palestine. What is to be 
understood by, ‘There is no ordination’? Shall we assert that they [i.e., the or-
dained Sages within the Land] have no authority at all to adjudicate cases of 
Kenas outside Palestine? But have we not learnt: The Sanhedrin has competence 
both within and without Palestine! — This must therefore mean that ordination 
cannot be conferred outside Palestine.
It is obvious, that if the ordainers are outside Palestine and those to be ordained 
in Palestine, [then] surely as has been said, they cannot be ordained. But what if 
the ordainers are in Palestine, and those to be ordained outside? — Come and 
hear: [It is related] of R. Johanan that he was grieved when R. Shaman b. Abba 
was not with them [in Palestine] to receive his ordination. [Again it is related of] 
R. Simeon b. Zirud and another who was with him, viz., R. Jonathan b. Akmai, 
or according to others [who invert the order,] R. Jonathan b. Akmai and another 
who was with him, viz., R. Simeon, b. Zirud, that the one who was with them 
was ordained, and the other, who was not, was not ordained. [Hence, a scholar 
outside of the Land cannot be ordained.]
R. Johanan was very anxious to ordain R. Hanina and R. Oshaia, but his hope 
could not be realized [apparently because he could not find two others to assist 
him, ordination requiring a bet din of at least three]  and it grieved him very 
much. They said to him: Master, you need not grieve, for we are descendants of 
the house of Eli [cf. 1Sam 2:30ff]. For R. Samuel b. Nahman, quoting R. Jona-
than, said: Whence do we learn that none of the house of Eli are destined to be 
ordained? — From the verse, And there shall be no zaken [old man] in thy house 
for ever. What does the word ‘zaken’ mean [here]? Shall we say, literally, ‘an old 
man’, but it is written [immediately after], and all the increase of thy house shall 
die [young] men! — It must therefore refer to ordination [since if the word had 
merely the sense of “old man,” the additional phrase would be superfluous].
R. Zira used to hide himself to avoid ordination, because R. Eleazar had said: 
Remain always obscure [meaning without the title of an office] and [so] live 
[i.e., avoid the persecution of the pagan government]. But later, having heard yet 
another saying of R. Eleazar, viz., One does not attain greatness unless all his 
sins are forgiven [the rabbis believed that ordination brought an increase of 
moral improvement], he himself strove [to obtain it]. When they ordained him, 
they sang before him, ‘Neither paint nor rouge nor [hair-]dye, yet radiating 
charm’ [part of a song sung to brides at their weddings].
When the Rabbis ordained R. Ammi and R. Assi, they sang thus of them: Only 
such men, only such men ordain ye for us, but ordain not for us any of the ‘sar-
mitin’ and ‘sarmisin’, or as some say, ‘hamisin’ or ‘termisin’. [סרמיטין and  
 These words are not clearly understood. Some .טורמיסין and חמיסין or ,סרמיסין
scholars take them as rhyming words of nonsense. Rashi takes them from roots 
meaning “to pervert” and “a rag,” meaning that some scholars pervert the mean-
ing of the text, and offer to the people worthless teachings. [See Steinsaltz, 
Talmud, ad. loc.].
When R. Abbahu arrived at the Emperor’s Court [at Caesarea where his acade-
my was] from College, the ladies of the court went out to receive him and sang 
to him: Great man of thy people, leader of thy nation, lantern of light, thy com-
ing be blessed with peace.

In this lengthy Talmudic discussion, several things are apparent. First, the interpretation 
of “the laying on of the hands of the elders” which began the Mishnah (m.Sanhedrin 
1:3) and perpetuated the Talmudic discussion, is not understood in the Mishnah itself as 
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having to do with ordination. Rather, it relates to the laws of Leviticus 4:15, in which a 
bull is sacrificed as a sin offering for the entire congregation after the elders (represent-
ing the congregation) lay their hands on the head of the bull. Thus, the need for clarifica-
tion regarding matters of ordination were deemed significant so that by the time of the 
Talmudists, this Mishnah had undergone additional interpretations. We therefore can see 
the progression of thought from the Mishnaic times (120–200 CE) to those of the Tal-
mudists (300–500 CE).
 Second, there must have been disputes about who had the authority to confer 
ordination. Since the academies in Babylon had gained a substantial foothold in terms of 
producing scholars, there was obviously the tendency to ordain those scholars who had 
never lived in the Land. To do so would have undermined the older academies in the 
Land, and eventually the halachah was established that the ordination had to take place 
in the Land, not outside of it. Thus, the continuation of the Jerusalem Sanhedrin (moved 
to Yavneh and to the Galil) was maintained, and conflicting foreign schools were not 
given halachic authority.
 Third, because of the diaspora, it was increasingly a problem that renegade teachers 
would ordain their own disciples and perpetuate their errant teachings. Thus, the hal-
achah was established that a bet din, composed of at least three duly ordained Sages, 
were needed to confer ordination upon a disciple. This, apparently, was not the case in 
the 1st Century, before the destruction, as the discussion of this talmudic passage indi-
cates. For Akiva is brought forward as a precedence for a single Sage ordaining a dis-
ciple. Yet because in the later centuries the safeguard of multiple Sages for an ordination 
was necessary, Akiva’s actions in ordaining R. Meir are explained as an exception to the 
rule, and Moses’ ordination of Joshua (which, as we have seen, formed the paradigm for 
ordination in the first place), is interpreted to mean that Moses represented the 70 elders 
as well as Aaron, thus 71, equal to the number of the Sanhedrin (which, in the time of the 
zugot, may have numbered 72).
 Fourth, the whole issue of ordination was taken very seriously, because those Sages 
who were ordained became the ruling body in matters of halachah. Thus, ordination 
carried with it the authority to act as judges. To ordain men who were either unable or 
unworthy for the task would bring great harm upon the community. For this reason, the 
haggadic tales of songs sung at ordination ceremonies is included, putting the newly 
ordained Sages on equal par with a bride—the beauty of His knowledge and wisdom was 
compared to the physical beauty of a bride on her wedding day. But, as this section 
shows, there must have been (as there always are) unworthy men who were ordained 
nonetheless. They are subtly mocked as those who speak in gibberish, and whose teach-
ings, therefore, should be disregarded. The point is that before a man is ordained, he 
should have proven himself both in character and ability.
 Finally, it is clear from this Talmudic excerpt that, under hostile governments, those 
who were ordained were targets of special persecution. We know that in the time of 
Hadrian (who became Emperor in 117 CE), there was every attempt to do away with the 
Sanhedrin as the central, governing body of the Jewish people. Sages such as R. Judah b. 
Baba willingly gave their lives to maintain the authority of the Sanhedrin, and the 
institution of ordination. In time, of course, rabbinic ordination (at least as it was tied to 
the continuation of the Sanhedrin) ceased. Only recently have there been attempts to 
reinstitute such ordination, and re-establish a Sanhedrin in Israel. Maimonides wrote in 
his Mishnah Torah (Sanhedrin 4.11):

If there should be in all the Land of Israel but one man competent to ordain, he 
could invite two others to sit with him and proceed to ordain seventy men, either 
en masse or one after the other. He and the other seventy men would then consti-
tute the Supreme Court and would thus be in a position to ordain other tribunals.
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Upon this ruling of Maimonides, 70 modern Sages have received ordination in Israel, 
with the hope of  re-establishing the Sanhedrin in the Galil.
 This likewise underscores the solemnity with which ordination was undertaken, 
both in ancient as well as in modern times. Since such ordination put into the hands of 
those who are ordained the rule of even matters pertaining to the administration of 
capital punishment, it was considered a most important action indeed. Not only was the 
life of the one being ordained put into the balance of things eternal, but those who 
would be required to submit to his rulings would likewise be safeguarded by his wis-
dom, or put in peril by his lack of wisdom and sound judgment. Thus, ordination was, in 
the majority of cases, considered with due gravity. It was the custom of the early Sages 
to refuse ordination if they felt there were others more worthy. Only when a man was 
convinced that his knowledge and maturity was sufficient for the task of adjudication, 
would he submit to ordination. It was better to “hide oneself” from ordination, than to 
receive it before one was ready.
 A final Talmudic notice important for our survey is found in Avodah Zera:

 That brings forth its fruit in its season and whose leaf does not wither 
[Ps 1:3] — was explained by Raba thus: If he brings forth his fruit in its season, 
then, his leaf will not wither, otherwise, both to the one taught and to the one 
who teaches does the scriptural verse apply, Not so the wicked; but they are like 
the chaff which the wind drives away [Ps 1:4]. R. Abba said in the name of R. 
Huna, in the name of Rab: The scriptural words, For she has cast down many 
wounded [Prov 7:26] refer to the disciple who gives decisions though he has not 
reached the age of ordination; yea, a mighty host are her slain [Ibid.] refer to the 
disciple who has reached the ordination age but refrains from giving decisions. 
[The word ַעצּוִמים is midrashically understood as עֹוָצם ֵעיַניו, “he closes his eyes.”] 
And what is the age? — Forty years. But did not Rabbah act as Rabbi? [b.Rosh 
Hashanah 18b indicates that he died at the age of 40. Others consider it a copy-
ist’s error, reading it “60,” though even in this case, since he ruled for 22 years, 
he would have received ordination at the age of 38, thus the following explana-
tion.] — That was a case of being equal [to anyone, meaning that even though 
he was young, he surpassed the wisdom of all others in his town, and there were 
no men of acceptable age, i.e., 40, who were capable of being a leading elder]. 
(b.Avodah Zera 19b)

Here, again, there is warning about a disciple giving authoritative teaching before he 
has been duly ordained. If a student exceeds in his study, then his “leaf will not wither,” 
meaning that he will in due time by recognized for his learning, and his teacher will be 
seen as worthy. On the other hand, a disciple who usurps a position of teacher, and 
attempts to take to himself the position of an authority in matters of doctrine or hal-
achah, is compared to one who is snared by the strange woman in Proverbs. He has 
been turned aside by his own pride and self-aggrandizement, which will inevitably 
bring him to ruin. On the other hand, a worthy disciple who comes to the age of ordina-
tion, yet fails to offer himself for service to the people as a teacher and judge, is like-
wise snared by his desire for self-preservation or comfort, and is equally brought to 
ruin.
 The age of 40 as the minimum for one who is ordained coincides with the notice 
of Avot 5:21 [5:24 in some editions]:

He [perhaps Judah haNasi, cf. Herford, p.144] would say, “(1) At five to Scrip-
ture, (2) ten to Mishnah, (3) thirteen to religious duties, (4) fifteen to Talmud, (5) 
eighteen to the wedding canopy, (6) twenty to responsibility for providing for a 
family, (7) thirty to fullness of strength, (8) forty to understanding, (9) fifty to 
counsel, (10) sixty to old age, (11) seventy to ripe old age, (12) eighty to remark-
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able strength, (13) ninety to a bowed back, and (14) at a hundred- he is like a 
corpse who has already passed and gone from this world.”

The age of 40 is noted as one of “understanding” (ְלִּביָנה), while 50 is for “counsel” 
 This could be understood as 40 being the age when a man was considered .(ְלֵעָצה)
sufficiently mature to sit on the Sanhedrin, while the tribunal of 23 who would rule in 
matters of capital crimes, may have been made up of the older elders, i.e., those of the 
age of 50 or older. The fact that our Talmud passage questions whether or not some 
Sages gained ordination before they were 40 should most likely indicate that there were 
well known exceptions. By the age of 40, a man would have been established in his 
occupation (which began at age 20), and would have been well on his way to learning 
the issues of family and raising children, possibly already having children who had 
married or were betrothed. He therefore had the necessary life experience to deal with 
community as well as individual issues, both in wisdom and empathy.
 To our initial question, then, as to whether there was such an institution as “rab-
binic ordination” in the 1st Century, the data would indicate that there was, but not as 
the institution of ordination developed in the later decades. In order to constitute a 
Sanhedrin, there surely must have been some selection process, and this appointment of 
worthy elders to this important position surely involved some kind of commissioning. 
What we do not see in the early centuries, however, is a title conferred upon those who 
were so constituted. They carried the office of their authority through their activity as 
one of the Sanhedrin and as a leader within their respective communities. Thus, their 
office was seen in the exercise of their duties, not in ceremony of ordination, nor in a 
title that they received.
 The same most likely obtained within the local synagogues. Titles of function 
were surely extant, but whether these indicated a particular ranking, or some formal 
process of ordination, is not certain. The term “rabbi” was most likely a non-official title 
used for recognized teachers. Thus, Yeshua is addressed as “rabbi,” not because He had 
undergone some kind of recognized ordination, but because He had distinguished 
Himself as a worthy teacher within the community. The earliest Sages, then, were 
known by their names alone (though the later title of “rabbi” may have been added in 
the ensuing decades). It was most likely the case that the title “rabbi” was in the process 
of becoming a technical title in the 1st Century, for those who had distinguished them-
selves in study and halachic rulings, and it is to this that Yeshua speaks in Matthew 23. 
Those who were seeking loyal disciples based entirely upon their public persona or 
position of prestige were mishandling and misinterpreting the Scriptures. They were 
setting aside the Torah in favor of their own rulings and traditions (cf. Mark 7:8, 9, 13). 
In this case (Matt 23), Yeshua admonishes His disciples not to call these men “teachers” 
(rabbi) nor to give to them an allegiance that should rightly belong only to the Father as 
the revealer of the Torah itself.

Summary: Rabbinic Ordination

 Our brief overview of rabbinic ordination has shown some clear parallels with 
passages in the Apostolic Scriptures, while also showing a clear evolution in the hal-
achah surrounding ordination. We may note the following parallels to the Apostolic 
teaching:

1. Paul admonishes Timothy (1Tim 5:22) not to “lay hands upon anyone too 
hastily.” In similar fashion, the rabbinic literature warns that ordination of a man 
before he has proven himself in wisdom and ability would yield bad results. 
Moreover, in this same verse, Paul indicates that if one does “lay hands hastily” 
(=ordain or commission a man when he is not ready), it will cause others to sin. 
This should be understood as meaning that those who are ordained give rulings 
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and decisions which others will follow. Thus, to give errant rulings or decisions 
will cause others to err.

2. James gives a warning (James 3:1),  “Let not many of you become teachers, my 
brethren, knowing that as such we will incur a stricter judgment.” While this is 
often interpreted to mean a judgment by God in the final day, it could just as 
well be understood as judgment within the community, or even by a hostile 
government. The rabbinic perspective was that a man should avoid ordination as 
long as there were others in the community better suited for the position. In 
other words, the rabbinic viewpoint was that ordination should be considered as 
bringing heavy responsibilities, and should not therefore be considered as 
something by which one simply gained public recognition.

3. There is no indication whatsoever that ordination in the rabbinic literature was 
considered a temporary appointment to an office. Ordination marked a man for a 
life-time of service to the community as teacher and adjudicator, something he 
prepared for in his younger years, and fulfilled as he reached maturity. The same 
appears in the Epistles. Paul admonishes Timothy to persevere under hardship, 
because he had been enlisted as a soldier by Yeshua Himself (2Tim 2:3ff), and 
his duties were first and foremost overseen by His Master. Timothy’s position of 
leadership, conferred by the ordination of the council of elders, was necessary 
for the spiritual welfare of the community in which he resided. Thus Paul 
admonishes, “Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching; persevere in 
these things, for as you do this you will ensure salvation both for yourself and 
for those who hear you” (1Tim 4:16). In similar fashion, the primary issue in 
rabbinic ordination was that the one who is ordained is given the authority to 
make halachic decisions that would affect those he led. The welfare of the 
community was therefore directly based upon ordaining men who would take 
their duties seriously, and who would, themselves, be willing to undergo strug-
gles and persecutions for the sake of the community. Some of the Sages will-
ingly gave their lives in order to continue the institution of ordination, because 
they realized that without recognized, qualified leaders, the next generation 
would be greatly hampered in their ability to maintain a righteous pursuit of 
Torah.

4. The whole matter of a consistent and righteous application of the Torah was at 
the heart of rabbinic ordination. As the diaspora widened, it became necessary to 
restrict ordination to the Land. This was the only way that conferring authority 
could be regulated. A similar pattern is seen in Paul’s methodology. He does not 
instruct each individual community to find their own criteria for ordaining 
leaders, but he and Barnabas first appoint elders “in every ekklesia” (Acts 
14:23), and then expect them to carry on that appointment by teaching and 
ordaining others. Timothy, ordained by a council of elders, is admonished to 
take the Apostolic message and entrust it to “faithful men” who will, in turn, be 
able to teach others (2Tim 2:2). Fortunately, we have the inspired writings of the 
Apostles as the guideline for what constituted the Apostolic message, and 
therefore the Scriptures themselves act as the beginning of this process (in the 
absence of Apostles who could begin by appointing elders in every assembly).

5. It is clear in the rabbinic literature that the character and ability of a man was the 
grounds for his ordination. While it is clear that some were ordained who were 
not qualified, the Talmudic discussions regarding worthy and unworthy leaders 
stresses that the goal was to ordain men who had proven their worth. Paul takes 
the same perspective by giving clear character and functional qualities required 
for overseers (1Tim 3). Moreover, the character and ability required for a man to 
be ordained was, in some measure, a function of age. The fact that the Talmud 
lists 40 years as the minimum age for a man to be ordained may help us under-
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stand why Timothy, who may have been somewhat younger, was not fully 
received by some. Yet even the rabbinic literature indicates that someone who, 
even though not 40 years old, was nonetheless well trained and studied, and 
who had shown himself faithful and able, could be ordained at even an earlier 
age. Still, the norm was that a man who had already proven himself in terms of 
his ability to provide for his family, raise children, and manage a household (cf. 
1Tim 3:5), was the best candidate for ordination.

So while the rabbinic teaching on ordination, as indicated in the Bavil, was surely 
developed after the destruction of the Temple, it may well indicate some basic tenets of 
ordination that have roots in the earlier decades.

 ---------------------- End of the Excursus ----------------------

A Working Definition of Torah Community

A Torah community is a group of people brought together by God who share a common 
faith in Yeshua the Messiah and agree on essential halachot, who are committed to the 
common goal of seeing their faith and halachot passed on to the children of their 
community so that God’s Name might be sanctified upon the earth.

• group of people: no restrictions for gender, age, or ethnicity. This means that 
the community finds its unity in their common faith and halachah, not in striving 
for “sameness.” 

• brought together by God: they must have a sense that their inclusion in the 
community is more than their own choice; that God led them to the community 
(through whatever means) and that their membership is therefore providential 
rather than coincidental.

• who share a common faith in Yeshua the Messiah: their faith in Yeshua as the 
promised Messiah is the core point of theology that binds them together.

•  and agree on essential halachot: the manner in which their faith in Yeshua is 
lived out is an essential element in their community formation.

• who are committed: they are so intent on passing to the next generation the 
faith and halachah of the community that they refuse to abandon each other in 
spite of their personal differences. Or to put it another way: they put the goal of 
passing the faith and halachah of the community to the next generation above 
the need to assert one’s individual preferences.

• to the common goal: the members of the community agree on the essentials of 
their faith and the halachah by which their faith is demonstrated, and agree that 
they desire these to be passed on to the next generation. As such, this common 
goal must be regularly and clearly explained, for only if prospective members 
both understand and affirm the common goal are they able to be genuine mem-
bers of the community.

• of seeing their faith and halachah passed on to the children of their commu-
nity: the efforts of the community in attaining their common goal takes priority 
over other ministry concerns. This does not mean that other ministry concerns 
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(e.g., evangelism to those outside of the community; helping the needy outside 
of the community; helping other communities; etc.) are neglected. What it does 
mean is that the priority of attaining the common goal is a priority in the life of 
the community and the decisions that govern this life.

• so that God’s Name: God’s Name is not a sequence of letters. What is meant by 
“God’s Name” is the sum total of His infinite being and attributes, demonstrated 
and revealed by His works and words. His works are evident in our created 
universe, in the history of mankind, and specifically in His Son Yeshua. His 
word is contained in the inspired, infallible Scriptures, or the Bible.

• might be sanctified upon the earth: To sanctify God’s Name means to make 
God known in our world as He has revealed Himself in His works and word. 
The goal is that He might be recognized and received for Who He truly is,  that 
is, the Holy One of Israel and the one and only true God.

Step 2: Strive for Communities not Congregations

 The difficulty we all have in approaching this discussion is that we lack a working 
understanding of what constitutes a “community.” While in bygone eras the very 
concept of  “community” would have been naturally understood as the common experi-
ence of society, in our times society has become so fractured that the very idea of 
community is a distant and vague notion. As a result, we hardly can envision “commu-
nity” as valuable, not to mention necessary. Within the Christian Church, religious life 
has become so individualized that its essential elements can be summed up in “a 
personal relationship with God.” The congregation exists as a means of strengthening 
the individual in his or her faith. The ministries and services of the Church primarily 
have the individual in mind.
 Such individualism is not entirely wrong-headed. The Scriptures make it clear that 
saving faith and the relationship it procures between the believer and God is the result 
of the divine prerogative worked out within the individual. That is to say, the forgive-
ness of sins that brings eternal life is the result of personal faith in God’s Messiah 
Yeshua and does not come as a benefit of group membership. In fact, just the opposite is 
true: it is not through group membership that the elect are saved, but they, having been 
born again through the work of God within each individual, are then added to the 
ekklesia, the community or body of Yeshua. Membership in the community of believers 
is the result of their salvation, not the means by which they obtain it.
 But is being part of a local assembly (ekklesia) really necessary for salvation or is 
it just one of the “add-ons” that comes in the “salvation package?” Unfortunately, a 
growing voice within the Christian Church would equate forgiveness and salvation, 
teaching that “being saved” is one and the same with being forgiven. Or to put it in 
theological terms: salvation is summed up in justification. From such a perspective, 
being part of a local assembly of believers may have its benefits but it’s not essential. 
“If I’m forgiven, that’s all I really need. Everything else is optional.” The practical 
evidence of this mentality can be seen in the growing phenomenon of the so-called  
“unchurched Church.” Of the 75 million adults who comprise the “unchurched,” 62% 
claim to be Christians, and 44% claim to “have made a personal commitment to Jesus 
Christ that is still important in their life today.”28  In an advertisement for her book, 
Becoming Unchurched, Sonya Anderson writes:

28 Taken from The Barna Group website: 
(http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=Topic&TopicID=38).


