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1 Timothy 3:1-7 The Elders of the Church

Today we are continuing to discuss what a Healthy Church looks like in light of the Scripture
and how this fits in with our proposed Constitution. For this week’s sermon and next week’s
sermon we will be in 1Timothy chapter 3. | preached on this passage during the series on
1Timothy in 2019, so please bear with me if | say some of the same things | said when | first
preached on this. We will use 1Timothy 3:1-7 as the base text for this message today. | said
in the sermon on church government that the rule of the church belonged to the
congregation, and then we addressed what the congregation is in the message on church
membership last week. | pointed out that the Scripture identifies Pastors or the most
common Biblical word, Elders, as the leaders of the church. This passage in 1Timothy
addresses at length the qualifications for Elders and helps us understand this important
office in the church.

Let’s start with verse 1 of 1Timothy 3. The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the
office of overseer, he desires a noble task. Basically, Paul is saying here, “you can trust me
on this, if anyone wants to be a pastor, he wants a good and honorable job!” Later on in this
text, Paul will use another word translated Deacon in English, but this word here translated
“overseer” is one of the words that is used to describe Pastors or Elders in the Bible. From
here on out, | will use the term Elder, but understand that | am using that term as being
interchangeable with Pastor. Given these different words for the same office, let’s first
define the terms we are talking about. There are three words in Greek that the idea of
pastor come from. The first is Poimen. This word is the word where we get Pastor from.
The literal meaning is shepherd and it is used to describe Jesus many times. Ephesians 4:11
is the only place where we see the leader of the church called a pastor or shepherd.
Ephesians 4:11-12 says, 11 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the
shepherds and teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the
body of Christ. This verse shows us the teaching role that shepherding involves. It is tender
leading to proper understanding of God and his plans and purposes for his people by
teaching the scripture. This happens from the pulpit as the truth is proclaimed, but it also
happens in counseling as Biblical advice is given to help Christians overcome challenges in
their lives. Notice it is Christians they are teaching. Shepherds or Elders are Equipping the
Saints -saved people- for ministry, whose ministry then builds the body of Christ. The
Shepherd is not primarily an evangelist, although like every Christian, every Pastor is called
to proclaim the gospel and every scriptural sermon that is true to the Bible points to Jesus
Christ.

The second word that describes what we many times call Pastors is Presbuteros. This is
the word translated elder and is the most often used word in the Bible for this office. In
1Timothy 5:17, Paul says, “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double
honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching.” | want to look again at this
verse in a different light later on, but it seems to show the idea that there may be paid and
unpaid elders. All the elders are on the same level, but the church could be paying - giving
double honor - to the one they have called to do the regular preaching and teaching of
God’s Word. This is why in the new Constitution, | am proposing that we formally recognize
Lay Elders within the church. They will serve as Elders with the same leadership authority
that | carry in the office as the Senior Pastor, but would not make their living from the
church. Why is this even a necessary or important distinction? Because everywhere in the
Bible you see Elders, you see them addressed as groups. There are always multiple Elders.
We have already looked at 1 Timothy 5:17, 17 Let the elders who rule well... In Acts 20:17b
Paul ...called the elders of the church to come to him. Paul also tells Titus in Titus 1:5b to
appoint elders in every town as | directed you. Notice that is multiple, not single Elders, in




each place. 1Peter 5:1 begins, “So | exhort the elders among you:--” In James 5:14, James
says, “14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church... Notice he is
calling multiple elders from the same church. In Acts 15:6 we read, “6 The apostles and the
elders were gathered together to consider this matter.” This was the church at Jerusalem.
There are no apostles today, but there should be Elders in each church. Finally, in
Philippians 1:1 we read, “To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the
overseers and deacons:--” You see here in this verse Paul greeting the church as a whole,
then the Overseers or elders- notice more than one- then the Deacons, which show both of
the special offices in the church.

There is a third word and the one that we see in this passage, Episkopos - the word
here for overseer. Sometimes in the past this word has been translated bishop. This word
is only used only 4 times in relation to leaders in the church. By using this word for a pastor,
it shows that there is an authoritative oversight function that pastors do perform in the
church. A pastor is not at a church to simply do whatever the Deacons want or to make
people happy all the time. The pastors role is to lead. That leadership is as a shepherd, not a
king or dictator, but it is leadership. It is leadership under the collective authority of the
congregation that he leads. You may have noticed these words bear similarities to some
denominational names - presbuteros, Presbyterian. Episkopos, Episcopalian or Episcopal.
These are really specific forms of church government based on an understanding of those
words. Churches that adopt an Episcopal form of government read these three words as
different offices of church leaders and have come up with offices of Bishop to oversee
groups of churches that are then led or pastored by priests or pastors. Roman Catholic,
Anglican, and Methodist Churches represent the groups that interpret it this way. You can
tell that is not how | am saying they are best interpreted. All three of these words are used
interchangeably in the New Testament, and seem to speak of just one office that we have in
modern times generally called, Pastor. In fact in Acts 20 verse 17 Paul calls together the
elders (presbuteros) of the church at Ephesus, but then in verse 28, he calls that same
group of men, overseers (episkopos). There is no need to view them as different offices
within the church, but as different roles of the same office.

Now that we have defined the terms, we can see Paul’s main point about Elders, which is
this — What should we look for in Elders? Let’s start at verse 1, “If anyone aspires to the
office of overseer, he desires a noble task.” There is the first thing to look for — desire. We
put lot of emphasis on calling, but the New Testament, as | keep saying, puts the emphasis
on gifting, desire and as we will see in the next several verses, character. Desire is not
enough, but it should be there to serve in this “noble task” of being an Elder. One thing |
would like see if we adopt the Constitution and have elders is to have ongoing training for
young men to explore what it means to be an elder, so they can see if this is God’s call for
them. Let’s go on to verse 2 2 Therefore [because this is such an important task] an
overseer must be above reproach-:- This is what | would say summarizes what should
characterize the life of the Elder. To be above reproach means that no one can bring an
accusation against you. As we look at these qualifications, we need to understand first that
all of the moral requirements in these verses also describe Deacons and secondly they are
the same expectations for all believers. We are not looking for super Christians as pastors,
but those who demonstrate the same committed lifestyle required of all believers.

The verse continues, the husband of one wife:- Now, this has been interpreted very strictly
to mean no divorce---ever. Each church has to decide for themselves what to do with this,
but that is not really the meaning of this verse. It literally means “a one-woman kind of man.”
In thinking through what to do with this verse, we have to remember that before Christ,



each of us was a sinner, and even after Christ, sin still affects each of our lives, and even
our spouses. The goal seems to be to examine the man for where he is at that time in his
life. So, even a man with a divorce in his past, especially one that happened prior to
salvation can definitely still be living currently as the husband of one wife and a one woman
kind of man. Let me also say that this does not say or mean one wife at a time. There are
men who have disqualified themselves from ministry no matter how gifted they are in any
other way, because of their history of marriages and divorces. Before we leave this section,
notice that this is the only mention of women in the section on elders. In the teaching
regarding Deacons, Paul will directly address women. | want to be clear that while women
serving as elders is a secondary and not a primary issue, it is clear in the New Testament
that men only should serve as elder. | was going to simply address that in this sermon, but
due to the votes that occurred at the Southern Baptist Convention that made news around
the world including Japanese Christian publications, | will address it in a separate sermon
next week.

Paul continues with four words, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, Paul
will deal with alcohol in the next verse, this use of sober-minded means to be free from rash
or excessive and aggressive response. The next word is self-controlled. The Pastor’s
emotions and actions do not get the best of him. He is a person who respects others. He is
also to be someone who knows how to be hospitable to others, who doesn’t push others
away but has a personality that is willing to engage with others and even invite them into his
home. Next we see the description, able to teach-:- This is a key difference between Elders
and Deacons. We have already seen from Ephesians 4 that the Elder is a shepherd-teacher.
The Pastor must be able to accurately teach the Word of God, so any man who wants to be
a pastor but cannot accurately teach the Bible is not qualified. Going back to 1Timothy 5:17,
it is clear that not all the Elders taught on a regular basis, though. “Let the elders who rule
well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and
teaching. Paul then tells us that the elder is not to be a drunkard. It doesn’t say he can not
drink, but getting drunk is always condemned in scripture. Someone who cannot control
alcohol is showing a great flaw in his character that should be serious concern for
considering that man as an elder. He continues, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome:--
We can disagree with people and still be gentle and humble in that disagreement. An elder
should not be a person prone to arguing and angry disagreements. The next character trait
of an elder is to not [be] a lover of money. Just like all of us, a pastor has to have money to
live and to provide for his family, but there is a difference between a user of money or even
a wise handler of money and a lover of money.

Next Paul turns to the Pastor’s family. Verse 4 and 5 says 4 He must manage his own
household well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive, 5 for if someone does not
know how to manage his own household, how will he care for God’s church? This verse can
be understood in several ways as well. What about adult children? If a man’s adult children
are not following Christ, is he then disqualified from ministry? What if his wife is not a
believer? I’'m not sure that there is a clear cut answer to every situation, but each church
does have to judge whether the man they are considering is disciplining his children well.
This is a subjective standard that should be prayerfully judged; but the reason for it is very
clear. The Elder is one who is to exercise management responsibilities within the church, and
if he cannot even manage his children, how can he lead a church of adults with wills and
opinions of their own. There is small but significant difference in how this is addressed with
Deacons 1Timothy 3:12 simply says, 12 Let deacons each be the husband of one wife,
managing their children and their own households well. It is important to note the lack of
mention of care for church with the Deacons. In an article from 9 Marks on Deacons,



Benjamin Markle rightly pointed out that this shows that “Deacons are not given a ruling or
leading position in the church - that function belongs to elders.”

Now Paul finishes the qualifications with these remarks in verse 6 and 7, 6 He must not be a
recent convert, or he may become puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of
the devil. 7 Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into
disgrace, into a snare of the devil. Many elders and pastors resign in disgrace after
disqualifying themselves from pastoral ministry. This is the reason for this final qualification.
It is important to finish strong in Pastoral ministry, not just start strong. We need elders
who will not quit, who will not get caught up in the things this world has to offer and lose
sight of the goal they are working towards - the eternal glory of God who is the one who
calls us all to eternal life. So, Paul says, test the man who you are examining to be an elder
to see a history of following Christ. You as a church will be involved in examining candidates
for Elder in the same way you had the opportunity to examine me as an elder for YIBC. It is
your responsibility to determine is that man following Christ, because it is Christ who is the
ultimate Great Shepherd, not the elders of the church. Hebrews 13:20 says this clearly,
Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great
shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant. No structure we set up on
earth will succeed unless it is put in place with the recognition that Jesus Christ is the real
Senior Pastor, the Great Shepherd. The church can only function well when all of us are
truly following our Great Shepherd Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. It is Christ who
established the church, who builds the church, who raises up church leadership, and
purchased everyone who is a part of his church by shedding his own blood. The church
needs elders. While the congregation has the ultimate say, God intends there to be elders to
lead God’s flock. But | and any other elder YIBC chooses are charged by God to never lose
sight of who truly owns the church. Acts 20:28 says to elders, Pay careful attention to
yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for
the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. This is a bigger call than one man,
and my prayer and desire is to see YIBC adopt a Constitution that will recognize God’s work
in the lives of other men in the church to be elders who oversee the work of God on this hill
in Yokohama. Today as we close, we will once again gather around this table of communion
and remind ourselves of the reason we even exist as a church, the sacrifice of our Lord
Jesus Christ on the cross, who bought our salvation with his own flesh and blood. If you
have accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior and have been obedient in baptism
then | invite you to join in this Lord’s Supper meal today. If you have not followed Christ as
your Savior or been baptized, | would ask you to refrain from partaking in the elements. For
parents, you teach your children the significance of this act of worship by not allowing
children to participate who are not ready. After | pray the Deacons will serve the elements
from the 4 corners of the sanctuary, then we will eat and drink the elements together. Let’s

pray.



