
“They Keep Watch over Your Souls” 
(Hebrews 13:17) 

 
 
 

This morning, I want us to continue to think about what elders are to do as the 
undershepherds of Christ, so that we will better understand the qualifications for the office 
when we get to them.  And again, the reason we need to do this is because of the 
possibility in the near future of our nominating and confirming the call of men to the office 
of elder.  This, sadly, is a decision that is often made hastily and without much thought.  
But it is such an important decision that I want us very carefully to consider what it is that 
Christ calls His elders to be.  Now last week, we saw that elders are to serve as examples to 
the flock – not as examples of what we may want to be or of the way we might want to 
live, but of what Christ calls us to be and how He calls us to live.  This is why He set the 
standard so high.  He wants His elders to be like Him, so that His flock will be like Him.  
Now sometimes, quite honestly, we tend to feel threatened by this kind of person.  
Spending time with someone who really knows what Christ wants and who is really 
seeking to live as He would have us to live can be very convicting.  But we need to 
remember that conviction is not a bad thing.  It’s actually very good.  When we are 
convicted of our sins, it turns us away from our sins to Christ for His forgiveness.  It also 
turns us to Christ for His strength, so that we can put off those sins and put on Christ.  Now 
what Christian is there who doesn’t want this?  Certainly, from time to time, we fall into a 
state where we don’t like this kind of conviction, where we don’t feel like we want it.  But 
we need to realize that those are dangerous times for our souls, and the sooner we can snap 
out of that state and get back on track with the Lord, the better.  Having godly elders is a 
good thing, because it will help us do this.  We need to pray that God would raise up such 
men in our midst.   

This morning, I want you to look at a second reason why it is so important that the 
men you nominate and confirm are like Christ:  It’s because they are the ones who will 
watch over and guard your souls in this life to prepare you for the life to come.  Let me say 
that again:  It’s because they are the ones who will watch over and guard your souls in this 
life to prepare you for the life to come.  I think you can easily see from this why it is so 
important that the men you nominate for this office are godly and mature men.   

Now as I said, our passage tells us first and foremost what elders are to do – they 
are to care for your souls.  The author to the Hebrews writes, “Obey your leaders and 
submit to them; for they keep watch over your souls.”  Their purpose in Christ’s church is 
to guard your souls, which is to say that they are to do their very best to make sure that you 
are doing everything the Lord wants you to do, so that you will be prepared for the day of 
Christ’s judgment.  Obviously, this is a very serious task.  I can’t think of anything more 
important in life than this.  The Scripture tells us that on the day of judgment some will be 
received into heaven and will forever rejoice with Christ.  But there will be others who will 
be cast away into hell forever, some who even spent their whole lives as members of 
churches.  Jesus tells us in Matthew 7, “Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did 
we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name 
perform many miracles?’  And then I will declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart from 
Me, you who practice lawlessness” (vv. 22-23).  There will be those who really thought 
they were a part of God’s kingdom, but who were really members of the devil’s kingdom.  
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The elder’s responsibility is to do all he can to make sure that no one is deceived, and that 
those who are Christ’s are ready.  This duty is far more weighty than you can imagine, 
which is also why the qualifications are so high.   

But how are they to do this?  There’s really only way that the Lord has given, and 
that’s by their knowing the mind of Christ, living the mind of Christ – as we saw last week 
– and then by leading you according to the mind of Christ.  Christ has given His church 
His Word, and that Word is what the elders are to use to lead you.  Their only tool is God’s 
truth.  They must know the Scriptures and be able to teach them to you.  Again this, as 
we’ll see, is one of the primary qualifications for the office of elder.  He must know the 
Scriptures and be able to communicate them.  If he doesn’t know them, or if he 
misunderstands them, he is not only going to go astray himself, but he is going to lead you 
down that same path.  If he knows them, but is afraid to tell you what they say, he will do 
exactly the same thing.  His calling is not to tell you what he thinks you should do, nor to 
tell you what you want to hear – as Paul warned Timothy (cf. 2 Tim. 4:3) – but he is tell 
you what Christ wants you to do and what Christ wants you to know.  Christ is your 
Shepherd, the elders only shepherd under Him.  Christ is your King, He is your authority, 
the elders only have delegated authority.  Christ is the One you are to follow, not man.  
The elder is to declare Christ’s Word and to lead you in that Word.  The faithful elder 
knows that if you listen to Christ and follow His Word, then you will be ready for His 
judgment – then your soul will be safe.  But he also knows that if you don’t know the 
Word, or know it accurately, or follow it, then you won’t be safe.  This is why the elder 
must know God’s Word, and why he must live that Word, so that you will have the 
guidance you need to follow that Word.  I would draw your attention again to the fact that 
to know is not enough, we must also do.  The goal of elders’ teaching is not just for you to 
know the Word, but for you to live it.  We are not to be spending our whole lives learning, 
but never doing.  The parable of the Talents, of the Minas, and of the Vine and Branches 
remind us that there is no place in God’s kingdom for those who aren’t in the business of 
bearing fruit.  Therefore, to guard your souls, the elder must be willing to teach you this 
and to correct you when he sees you going astray.  If a man doesn’t know these things, if 
he isn’t committed to these things, he may be a Christian, but he isn’t qualified for this 
office.   

But along with teaching you to guard your souls, the elders must also pray for you.  
They must be men who are devoted to prayer, because the Word alone, without the help 
and power of the Spirit, won’t do you much good.  Samuel the prophet, after God’s people 
sinfully asked for a king, said, “Moreover, as for me, far be it from me that I should sin 
against the Lord by ceasing to pray for you; but I will instruct you in the good and right 
way” (1 Sam. 12:23).  God called Samuel then, even as He calls His elders today, not only 
to instruct His people in His ways, but also to pray for them.  Prayer is the means by which 
God’s blessing is brought down from heaven to earth, it is the means by which we ask for 
His gracious help, not only for ourselves and our families, but also for one another.  A man 
who doesn’t pray isn’t doing himself or his family any good.  If this is true, then how will 
he be able to help others.  The elder must be a man of prayer.  Those you nominate must be 
given to this precious means of grace.  They must be often in their closets praying, praying 
with their families, praying at the prayer meetings, praying in the service, praying for 
themselves and for you.  Their lives must be characterized by prayer, or they will not be 
the kind of elders who will be able to do you much good.   
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But now having seen that the elders are to be men of the Word and men of prayer, 
what is to be their motivation in this very difficult and weighty task?  The author to the 
Hebrews tells us that their motivation is that they will have to give an account of what they 
have done, of how well they have fulfilled their calling, on that awesome day.  With great 
privilege comes great responsibility, and with great responsibility comes great 
accountability.  The fact that the elders are going to have to stand before God and give an 
account of how faithfully they have discharged their duty should be enough to make every 
one of them tremble.  I have seen some take this responsibility so lightly that they seemed 
not to be concerned about it at all.  But they should be, because if they are negligent, if 
they are faithless, they might not only be the cause of others, but of their own destruction.  
There are such things as faithless shepherds – the blind leading the blind, where both fall 
into the pit (Matt. 15:14).  The elders need to make sure that their eyes are open at all 
times, so that they might be able to guide not only themselves, but others.  But just as there 
is the possibility of great condemnation for his neglect, so there is the promise of great 
reward for his faithfulness.  Peter says to those elders who have served well, “When the 
Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory” (1 Pet. 5:4).  This 
promise of reward and threat of judgment, coupled with the fact that Jesus is the One who 
calls and that His call must be obeyed, is the motivation for the elder.  It is his motivation 
to answer the call and to be faithful in fulfilling it.  But now what if he faithfully teaches 
God’s Word to those under his care and prays for them, and even corrects them with the 
Word when they go astray, and yet they still don’t listen to him?  Is he going to be held 
responsible for their disobedience?  No.  Paul said to the Ephesian elders, “Therefore I 
testify to you this day, that I am innocent of the blood of all men.  For I did not shrink from 
declaring to you the whole purpose of God” (Acts 20:26-27).  Why would he have been 
tempted to shrink back from telling them what God says?  It could only have been the fear 
of man, the fear of what they might say to him or do to him.  The elder can’t allow himself 
to fear doing what God has called him to do.  He must faithfully preach and teach God’s 
Word when it’s seasonable to do so and when it it’s not (2 Tim. 4:2).  If he does so and 
those under his charge don’t listen, they will suffer for it, but he will deliver his soul.  But 
if he doesn’t do this, not only will his people suffer, he will also suffer with them.  These 
are weighty considerations, both for you in calling elders and listening to them, and for 
your elders who are called to watch over your souls, and for those who would be elders.   

But now having considered what elders are called to do and what their motivation 
is, let’s consider for a moment what the Lord wants you to do and what your motivation 
should be.  First, let’s consider what you are to do.  The author to the Hebrews writes, 
“Obey your leaders, and submit to them.”  Their job is to study, to teach, to lead and to 
pray.  Your job is to pay careful attention to them and to submit to their instruction.  Now 
again, you need to realize that God isn’t calling you to submit to a man’s teaching, but to 
His.  The elders are to declare to you God’s will, which is why you need to listen to it and 
obey.  And when you do this, you are to do it in such a way that it brings your elders joy 
and not grief.  In other words, you are not to do it reluctantly, but willingly.  The single 
most detrimental thing that elders have to face in their work is criticism, which is why Jeff 
Landis in his recent sermon at the ordination service of Joel Robbins exhorted the 
congregation not to expect him to be able to do everything they might want him to.  The 
work that Christ calls the elder to do is very difficult, without God’s people laying the 
extra burdens of their expectation on him.  You have the ability to make the elders work 
more difficult or less, depending on you expectations, but also upon how well you receive 
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his ministry.  The Lord tells you here that you must not only receive His Word from them 
with a submissive heart, but that you should do so with a willing spirit.  Notice again that 
the responsibility for the success or failure of the Lord’s work in His church is not entirely 
upon the elder.  He can only be faithful to his part – to study, to declare the Word, and to 
pray – he can’t make you be faithful to yours.  He can encourage you, admonish you, 
rebuke you; he can even bring church discipline against you.  But ultimately you must 
listen and obey, or the work will fail.  We need to remember, each man will be judged 
according to his own work.  The elder will not stand and answer for you if you disobey.  
You will.  Neither, on the other hand, will you answer for his unfaithfulness.  He will.  The 
bottom line then is that we must all set our hearts to do what the Lord calls us to do 
faithfully, until He calls us home.  This is the only safe road for any of us.   

But now what has the Lord promised you as an additional motivation to obey this 
command?  The author says, “Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would 
be unprofitable for you.”  If you obey, if you submit, if you make the elders’ work of 
leading you in obedience a joy, you will profit.  It will make the elders able to work more 
effectively, which means that they will be better able to lead you in the paths of obedience.  
The Lord tells us that He blesses obedience.  He blesses obedience in this life:  He is the 
One who makes us prosper, who makes us happy, who makes us healthy, who gives us 
peace.  These things are in His hands, and He gives or withholds them, generally speaking, 
depending on how we respond to His Word.  But He also blesses in the life to come, again 
depending on how we respond to His Word in this life.  That degree of reward we will 
experience in heaven depends on what we do for Christ on this earth.  Do you want to have 
a blessed life now and in the world to come?  Then believe on the Lord Jesus Christ – for 
He alone is your salvation – and then set your heart on obeying Him now as He leads you 
through the instruction of your elders.  Let them do their work with joy, by listening and 
submitted to their teaching.  But remember, if you don’t – if you don’t obey the Lord, if 
you make the elders’ work a grief to them by not listening or submitting or by constantly 
criticizing and complaining – then you won’t profit – you won’t experience His blessing 
here below or the degree of joy that you might otherwise have received in heaven.  And 
you need to realize as well that if you don’t obey Christ at all, as He guides you through 
His undershepherds, you may also show yourself not to be a true Christian.  Knowing this 
might be profitable for you while you’re on earth, while there’s still time to change.  But it 
will be very unprofitable if you don’t come to Christ before you leave this world.   

And so examine your hearts this morning.  Are you listening to your elders?  Are 
you submitting to them?  Are you doing this in a way that brings your leaders joy and not 
grief?  If so, it will be profitable for you now and in the life to come.  But if you’re not, 
you’re not only robbing yourself now, you’re also robbing yourself in the age to come, and 
you’re robbing your elders.  Think about this, and if you need to change, call upon Christ 
for the strength to change.  If you don’t know Him at all, call upon Him now to save you.  
But again, as we look toward the time when the Lord may present before you men to 
nominate and confirm as elders, remember, the kind of men you need, the kind you should 
want, are not those who are necessarily fun to talk to and spend time with because they 
share your same interests, but those who are men of the Word, who are skilled at teaching, 
and who are men of prayer.  These are the men who will help you and your families 
receive God’s blessing now and in the world to come.  Amen.   


