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“Worthy Servants Part 1: Elders” 
(1 Timothy 3:1-7) 

 
Many of you will remember the political firestorm surrounding Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky.  

At the time, a huge debate arose over the moral qualifications of leaders.  Some argued that a leader’s 
character qualified or disqualified him or her from leadership.  Others argued that it is naïve to think 
that any leader will ever be perfect.  What matters is whether or not he or she can do the job.  I think we 
have to admit that this second attitude has become the accepted wisdom of our day.  The issue in 
politics and business these days isn’t the integrity of the leader, but the results.  A recent article I read 
expressed this sentiment well.   

 
Moral failings by themselves do not render politicians unserviceable. It is possible for political 
leaders to be extremely effective and do good work, despite moral and ethical shortcomings. 
Such frailties do not necessarily impede the practice of politics. It is the public reaction to such 
failings that causes the problem in effectiveness…It is more important for the people themselves 
to own their system and ask the flawed individuals within it to make progress than to continue a 
childish search for perfect role models who do not exist and never have.1 

 
While I wholeheartedly disagree with the author of this article, I can’t help but admit that his 

view represents the new public consensus.  This is how our culture views leadership.  It is no longer 
character that matters, but whether or not the leader can “do the job.” 

  At the same time, I believe this reality presents a wonderful opportunity for the Church.  Our 
task is to be salt and light to a dark world (Matthew 5:13-16).  We want to live lives of such distinct 
godliness and holiness that the world cannot help but notice.  We need to present the world with a 
different way to live: God’s way.  While the world contents itself with leaders who “get the job done,” 
the Church is to be led by men who are both morally “above reproach” and thoroughly competent.  
When the world looks at the leaders of a local church, they should see a man of character who is 
markedly different than our modern, secular politicians. In a lecture entitled, “The Minister’s Self-
Watch,” Charles Spurgeon made the following points about the men God has called to serve as leaders 
in the church: 

 
“It is not great talents God blesses so much as likeness to Jesus.  A holy minister is an awful weapon in 
the hand of God.”2  
 
“True and genuine piety is necessary as the first indispensable requisite; whatever ‘call’ a man may 
pretend to have, if he has not been called to holiness, he certainly has not been called to the ministry.”3   
  

                                                           
1
 From an article by David Castro entitled “As Weiner Falls: Reflecting on Character, Morals, and Political 

Leadership.  Accessed online at http://www.dailykos.com/story/2013/08/13/1230580/-As-Weiner-Falls-Reflecting-
on-Character-Morals-and-Political-Leadership# on 09/05/2013. 
 

2
 Charles Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students Vol. 1 (1881; repub. Pasadena: Pilgrim Publications, 1990), 2. 

 
3
 Ibid., 3. 

 

http://www.dailykos.com/story/2013/08/13/1230580/-As-Weiner-Falls-Reflecting-on-Character-Morals-and-Political-Leadership
http://www.dailykos.com/story/2013/08/13/1230580/-As-Weiner-Falls-Reflecting-on-Character-Morals-and-Political-Leadership


2 
 

“We have all heard the story of the man who preached so well and lived so badly, that when he was in 
the pulpit everybody said he ought never to come out again, and when he was out of it they all declared 
he never ought to enter it again.  From the imitation of such a Janus may the Lord deliver us!”4 
 
 Christ Fellowship, this is the heart of our passage this morning:  It is not mere competence that 
we are after in those who lead the church.  We must hold those who serve as leaders in the church to 
the standard of God’s word.  This morning, our passage teaches us that… 
 
MIM:  An elder must have the character, competency, maturity, and reputation that God requires. 
 
Background 
 
 As a new church plant, we have decided to study the book of I Timothy together because it 
contains God’s instructions for how we are to live life together in the local church.  “I hope to come to 
you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, 15 if I delay, you may know how one ought to 
behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, a pillar and buttress of the truth” (1 
Timothy 3:14-15).  That is what we desire.  We want Christ Fellowship Church to be a family of faith 
that lives out the commands of God in gospel-community.5  It is our shared relationship to God that ties 
us together.  And our God is a good Father.  He tells us in the Bible how to live in a way that pleases Him 
and that is we want to do! 
 Over the past few weeks, we have look at God’s desire for women.  God desires the Christian 
woman to possess the beauty, submissive heart, and eternal salvation that brings glory to Him.  Now, 
as he continues to instruct his spiritual son in the faith, Timothy, in good (love-producing) doctrine, Paul 
turns his attention the role of leaders in the church.  From 1 Timothy 3:1-13, he will discuss the two 
offices in the church: elder and deacon.  This morning we will focus on what Paul has to tell us about the 
elders. 
 

I. The Nature of the Task (v.1) 
 
1 Timothy 3:1- “The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble 
task.”  
 

A. Paul begins his discussion of elders with the phrase, “The saying is trustworthy.”  
Paul uses this phrase throughout the book as a point of emphasis.  In effect, he is 
saying, “Pay attention.  This is important!”   
 

a. The issue of leadership was one of grave importance to the church of 
Ephesus.  We need to remember as we study this letter that the 
fundamental problem that Paul sent Timothy to address was the false 
teaching of false teachers within the church of Ephesus.  Paul had foretold 
that such false teachers would arise within the church (Acts 20:29-31).  And 
that is what had happened.  Many of these false teachers were leaders 
within the church (cf. 1 Tim. 1:20—Hymenaeus and Alexander), and it is 
possible that the conflict they had produced in the church had begun to 

                                                           
4
 Ibid., 12-13. 

 
5
 It will be our goal in coming days to flesh out exactly what this means. 
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tarnish the reputation of the entire church leadership.  Paul is writing to 
remind the Ephesian that serving as a leader in the church is a good thing.  
Only, the leaders must be good men.     
 

b. “If anyone aspires to the office of overseer he desires a noble task”-The word 
for “aspires” here as the idea of “reaching out for” or “striving to obtain.”  
Those God calls to serve him as overseers (or elders) have a strong desire 
for the work.  Indeed, the word translated “desire” here in the original is the 
same word translated “lust” through Scripture.  Paul is saying that those 
who God calls to the office of elder will have a strong inner compulsion for 
that work.   

 
c. And it makes sense that they would desire the work because in God’s eyes it 

is a “noble work.”  The work of an elder is a God honoring work, but it is 
only for men who desire it and who are qualified by God to do it.   

 
What is an overseer (or elder)? 
 
 We need to address this issue.  Bible translations will use different terms for the office Paul 
discusses here.  Some say “overseer” (ESV, NIV), some say “bishop” (KJV), and others use the word 
“elder” (NLT).  The word “overseer” literally means “one who over-looks.”  The overseer is a man 
entrusted by God to look over the work of the ministry in the local church.  Scripture uses different 
words for this office: overseer (bishop), pastor, and elder.  But these are not three different offices in 
the church.  These words “overseer,” “pastor,” and “elder” are used interchangeably in Scripture to 
refer to the same office.  We usually say “pastor” or “elder.”  The different words used for pastors or 
elders in the Bible point to the different functions of a pastor or elder in the church.  “Overseer” refers 
to the reality that elders rule over the church under the Lordship of Christ.  “Pastor” speaks of the 
shepherding and teaching (feeding) care an elder provides. “Elder” refers to the spiritual maturity of 
the pastor.     
 
Speaking to the elders of the church of Ephesus the book of Acts, Paul says: 
 
Acts 20:28 (NIV)- “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 
overseers. Be shepherds (pastors) of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood.  
 
A helpful way to summarize all this is to say, “Elders serve the church by leading.” 
 
Application: This description helps see how we are to recognize elders.  When we see a spiritually 
mature man in the congregation leading God’s people and faithfully teaching God’s word well in the 
church (even though he hasn’t been officially recognized as an elder), we need to begin to ask if God 
has given this man to our church as an elder.   
 

II. The Qualifications for the Task (v.2-7) 
 

A. As Paul continues through this passage, he gives a job description of sorts for the 
elders.  What kind of men are elders supposed to be?  Paul gives a long list of 
characteristics from verses 2-7 to give a full description of the kind of man who 
should serve as an elder.  We won’t spend a lot of time going through each 
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description, but I do want us to get a grasp of the character an elder is supposed to 
possess.  To be an elder is no light matter.  It is a work of God’s grace to produce a 
man who lives up to this description.  At the same time, I want us to see that what 
is remarkable about this description is how unremarkable it is.  The requirements 
God requires for elders here, with only one exception (“able to teach” v.2b), are 
elsewhere required for all believers.  All Christians are commanded to be above 
reproach, sober-minded, self-controlled, etc.  An elder is not a superman.  He is not 
a different kind of Christian or a perfect Christian.  Rather, an elder is a mature 
Christian.  That is what we are looking for—maturity.   
 

a. An elder must have high moral character (vv.2-3) 
 
1 Timothy 3:2-3a- “Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-
minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, 
not quarrelsome, not a lover of money.” 

1. “Therefore an overseer must be above reproach”-This first 
qualification—being “above reproach”—is really a summary 
qualification.  An elder is a man against whom no one can lodge a 
serious criticism.  The idea is that there is no aspect of his life that 
people could look at and reproach him for being a ______ man. 
(dishonest, greedy, lustful, worldly).   

 
Application:  Paul is strong here.  He says that an elder must (dei- “it is necessary”) be “above reproach.”  
In other words, it is better to have no elders than to appoint men who are not above reproach. 
 

2. “the husband of one wife”—literally, “a man of one woman.”  
Some have said that Paul was prohibiting a polygamist or a 
divorced man or widow who remarried from serving as an elder.    
But Paul is not getting into such specifics.  The idea is more 
general.  Paul is saying that elder must be a man who is sexually 
pure, keeping the covenant he made with his wife.  He is a man 
who only has eyes for his bride.  Nor does this preclude single 
men from serving as elders.  Both Paul and the Lord Jesus were 
single!  Paul is assuming, however, that most elders will be 
married and he wants them to be faithful men.   

 
3. “Sober-minded”—this word has the idea of being alert.  He is 

watchful and vigilant in caring for the church.   
 
1 Peter 5:8- “Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, 
seeking someone to devour.” 
 

4. “Self-controlled”—An elder has control over his body and physical 
appetites.  He has control over issues like lust and anger, but this 
also applies to areas like food and exercise. 
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Application: We need to realize that it is no laughing matter that so many pastors in churches are 
seriously overweight.  Many struggle in this area and I want to be extremely sensitive.  But those God 
calls to be elders in the church must have self-control in every area of their lives.  It is not okay for 
pastors to exercise self-control in areas like sexual purity and anger, but then fall again and again into 
the sin of gluttony.  Gluttony is one of the most prevalent sins in our churches today and pastors need 
to address it.  Elders realize that Jesus is a better Savior than food and they exercise self-control.   
 
Proverbs 25:28- “A man without self-control is like a city broken into and left without walls.” 
 

5. “Respectable”—Respectable here really refers to being orderly.  It 
is the opposite of chaos.  Paul used this same word in 1 Timothy 
2:9 referring to the “respectable dress” of godly women.  
Commenting on this, John MacArthur wrote: 

 
“A spiritual leader must not have a chaotic, but an orderly lifestyle.  If he cannot order his own life, how 
can he bring order to the church?”6 
 

6. “Hospitable”—the Greek word can be translated “lover of 
strangers.”  An elder is a man who demonstrates practical care 
and love for people by having them into his home and caring for 
the physical and spiritual needs.  He is a man who doesn’t let the 
cost of hospitality keep him from opening his home to others.  He 
loves both Christians and non-Christians and frequently has them 
into his home.  In Paul’s day this was a necessity because those 
who were travelling around sharing the Gospel needed a place to 
stay as they went about their ministry (3 John 5-8).   

  
7. “Able to teach”-this is the one characteristic in the entire passage 

that separates an elder from the rest of the members of the 
church.  He must be able to teach God’s word.  But the idea is not 
a mere transfer of knowledge.  An elder must be able to teach 
God’s word in such a way that the Holy Spirit takes that teaching 
and applies to the heart of the people, conforming them to the 
image of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:12-13).  The Puritans called this 
“unction.”  God’s power is sensible in the preaching and teaching 
of an elder.  It looks like authority and conviction.  Different 
elders will have different styles of teaching, but the end result 
will be life change in those who are taught.   

 
8. “Not a drunkard”—Literally, “not addicted to wine.”  Scripture 

does not prohibit drinking.  But being drunk is sin (Eph. 5:18).  An 
elder must not be controlled by any substance.  Rather, he should 
be filled with the Holy Spirit.  At the same time, an elder should 
be a man of such spiritual maturity that if drink in front of 
another brother would lead that brother into sin, an elder will 

                                                           
6
 John MacArthur, 1 Timothy in MacArthur New Testament Commentary Series (Chicago: Moody Press, 

1995), 107. 
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not drink and cause his brother to stumble (self-sacrificial 
service). 

 
9. “Not violent, but gentle”—An elder must not be a bully, using 

physical force or harsh words to get what he wants.  Rather, he 
should be reasonable, approachable, and open. 
   

10. “not quarrelsome”—Some men may love Christ’s church and be 
morally qualified in other respects, but also love to argue and 
fight.  Many a deacons’ meeting has proved this.  Instead of 
looking to fight and argue, an elder promotes peace.   

 
11. “Not a lover of money”—He is a man who serves the Lord not for 

money, but for love of God and God’s people.  Loving money is 
the opposite of contentedness, and an elder is content with 
Christ.   

 
Hebrews 13:5- “Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, for he has 
said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”   
 
An Example to the Flock 
 
This is quite a description!  It almost sounds like we are talking about a perfect person.  And really that is 
something of the idea.  Elders, by their example of godliness, are meant to remind us of Jesus.  Jesus 
was the perfect Man.  No one spoke like Him.  No one lived life with such perfect poise.  No one wore 
himself out through such endless, selfless service.  No one loved as He loved.  No one wept for the 
suffering and sin of His people as Jesus wept.  Elders are given to the church to remind the church of the 
example of Christ.  Friends, this is truly a high calling! 
 

b. Elders must be competent (vv.4-5) 
 
1 Timothy 3:4-5- “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?” 
 

1. This makes sense, doesn’t it?  Paul is saying here that elders must 
not only be morally qualified.  They must also be competent 
leaders.  How are we to know that a man can lead the church 
well?  He must demonstrate it in his home.  The word 
“household” here refers not only to the man’s immediate family, 
but also any business dealings, finances, etc.  How a man leads in 
his personal life will be a good indication of how he will lead the 
church.   

a. Paul particularly focuses in one how a man leads his 
children.  He is to do so “with all dignity.”  The way 
he raises his children must be respectable.  His 
children must acknowledge and respect his 
authority and submit to it.  But this doesn’t refer to 
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dictatorial rule in the home.  Elders should value 
and care well for their children.  I appreciated Philip 
Ryken’s comments on this passage: 

 
“Certainly parents have the right to demand respect from their children. But ‘dignity’ also 
describes the way the father relates to his children: he treats them like people made in the 
image of God, and therefore he promotes a relationship of mutual respect. The best way to 
grow obedient children is not to control or manipulate them, but to respect them. This means 
being fair, consistent, sympathetic, and merciful. A father who treats his children respectfully 
will earn their respect. By contrast, a man whose angry temper and inconsistent discipline 
exasperates his children and exacerbates their rebellion is not qualified to serve as a spiritual 
father in the church.”7 

   
An elder demonstrates competency for the ministry by leading his home well.   
 

c. An elder must be mature (v.6) 
 
1 Timothy 3:6- “He must not be a recent convert, or he may become puffed up with conceit and fall into 
the condemnation of the devil.” 
 

1. The word for “recent convert” here refers to a new plant that has 
just burst up through the soil.  This is a good word picture for us.  
A new Christian needs time to grow and mature in the faith.  
Otherwise, Paul warns that he might be “puffed up with conceit.”  
A new Christian lacks the maturity to grasp that the point of 
being an elder is not to have prominence and power, but to 
serve.  Remember how Paul described the false teachers in 1 
Timothy 1:7?  They desired to be “teachers of the Law.”  They 
desired the preeminence (cf. 3 John 9).  But all such pride is 
worthy of “condemnation” just as Satan was condemned for his 
pride (Isaiah 14:12-14).   

 
Elders must be mature men of God.  But finally,  
 

d. Elders must have a good reputation (v.7) 
 
I Timothy 3:7- “Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace, 
into a snare of the devil.” 
 

1. Specifically, an elder must have a good reputation with 
“outsiders”—non-believers.  A man must live before the world in 
such a way that they acknowledge him to be an honorable man.  
One cannot be a dishonest businessman and a faithful pastor.  
One cannot be immoral in the world and moral in the church.  No 
one can live two lives, though many try.  One will always crash 
into the other and the end result is “disgrace.”   

                                                           
7
 Phil Ryken, 1 Timothy in Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007), 117. 
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2. And that is what Satan is looking for:  He wants to find an 
inconsistency in the life of an elder and trip him up.  Satan knows 
that if he can trip up the leader, the other members of the church 
will be easily scattered.   

 
Application: Men, if you aspire to the office of elder, know that you will be a marked man.  Satan will be 
constantly looking for areas in your life, little inconsistencies that he can exploit.  His aim isn’t to 
destroy you because you are so valuable to God.  No, the aim is to dishonor God by your sinfulness.  
Christ Fellowship, pray for me in this.  I have often prayed that if I was going to end up disgracing God in 
ministry by infidelity to my wife or financial impropriety or laziness, that God would just kill me before I 
do that.  Pray that God would be gracious to me and keep me from stumbling.  Only Jesus is strong 
enough to do that!  Only Jesus is strong enough to keep us all in the faith! 
 
Jude 24-25- “Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before 
the presence of his glory with great joy, 25 to the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be 
glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen.” 
 
How should we think about Elders? 
 
 Looking at this list, we have to admit that being an elder is a very serious endeavor!  “Who is 
sufficient for these things?” (2 Cor. 2:16).  While the characteristics in and of themselves are the goal of 
every Christian, an elder must possesses ALL of these characteristics to a high degree.  He must be 
“above reproach.”  So how should we think about elders?  I want to address this because there is a real 
danger here.  Let me give you a personal illustration.  During college, I was a member of a very large 
church with a pastor who is very well-known and influential throughout Evangelicalism.  He remains a 
godly and faithful pastor and I am grateful for the ministry I have received from his teaching.  However, 
somehow, somewhere along the way I picked up the idea that to be a pastor or elder was great thing 
and some pastors are simply too great—they seemed unapproachable.  But pastors are men.  They are 
sinful men who need a Savior.  I learned this clearly while serving overseas.  Some people think that 
missionaries are “super-Christians.”  But really, they struggle with the same things as other people.  I 
only had to watch a few missionaries get sent home for immorality, or failing marriages, or 
overwhelming depression, before I figured that out.  It is the same with pastors.  One recent survey 
reported that 50% of pastors said they were so discouraged that they would leave the ministry if they 
could afford to do so.8 Yes, elders and pastors are (or should be) mature Christians.  They are under-
shepherds of Christ (1 Peter 5:2).  But they are also sheep, and they need Jesus, the Great Shepherd of 
the Sheep, just like we all do.  So how should we think of elders?  Let me give you four points: 
 

1. Elders are gifts of God to a local church—God gives elders to the church as a gift because he 
loves the Church, his bride.  Only God’s grace can make a faithful elder.  We need to value elders 
as gifts of God (Eph. 4:11-12). 

 
2. Elders are to be obeyed, honored, loved, and prayed for—Because elders are gifts from God 

and have been given the place of leadership by God they deserve honors.  Because pastoral 
ministry is a heavy burden, elders need our prayers (Heb. 13:17-18).   

 

                                                           
8
 Cited from http://www.churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/161343-

tim_peters_10_common_reasons_pastors_quit_too_soon.html accessed online on 09/05/2013. 

http://www.churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/161343-tim_peters_10_common_reasons_pastors_quit_too_soon.html
http://www.churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/161343-tim_peters_10_common_reasons_pastors_quit_too_soon.html
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3. Elders are still weak men—we have touched on this, but consider that pastors and elders need 
YOU to minister to them.  They need your prayers, encouragement, and love.  Because they not 
only can fail, but WILL fail, they will also need your forgiveness.  The day is probably soon to 
come when I will personally fail you in some way. I might not greet you when I should.  I might 
not be available when you need to talk.  But when that happens, I will need you to remember 
that I am a man in need of grace.  Other elders that Jesus gives this church will also need that 
grace! 

 
4. Elders point us to Jesus—But it is precisely here that elders are so valuable.  By their likeness to 

Christ (spiritual maturity) they point us to Jesus.  And by their human frailty they remind us 
that there is only one Savior.  There is only one Good Shepherd! 

 
John 10:11- “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” 
 
Gospel 
 

Christ, fellowship elders cannot save you!  But there is good news!  Jesus saves!  Only Jesus 
fulfilled all the demands of the Law.  Only Jesus, the sinless Son of God, was strong enough to bear the 
wrath of God in our place, dying on the cross for our sins.  Only Jesus rose from the dead showing that 
He had defeated death and hell!  He was the good shepherd who never loses a single sheep that the 
Father gives Him! Friends, do not put ultimate confidence in your pastors and elders.  They will fail you.  
But Jesus will never fail you!  When I fail you, look to Jesus!  When other leaders in the church fail you, 
look to Jesus. At all times, look to Jesus!  Jesus is trustworthy.  Jesus saves!  If you have not trusted in 
Christ, I pray that you will do so this morning! 
 
Conclusion 
 
 So unlike the world’s view of leaders who should only be judged by whether or not they get the 
job done, God requires that the leaders of the local church be men who are morally above reproach, 
competent, mature, and respectable.  But ultimately we see that the task of the elder is not to point us 
to himself.  My task as pastor is never to point to myself.  My task is to point you to Jesus.  A faithful 
elder will always point you to Jesus, the Great Shepherd of the sheep (Hebrew 13:20)! 
 
Let’s pray…     


