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Biblical Eldership 
1 Timothy 3:1-7 

Part 3 
A Christ-exalting church will always ensure that its elders are gospel-shaped men. 

LTS: Psa. 117 

Introduction: 

  

     This morning we come to chapter 3 of 1 Timothy where we find the biblical qualifications for 
men who would become elders in the local church. This is a passage that many are familiar with. 
Preachers usually turn to it whenever a man is being brought forward to become an elder or a 
deacon in our church. In our case, however, we are simply working through Paul’s letter to his 
protégé, Timothy, where Paul is explaining what it looks like to live as members of the 
household of God, which is the church of Jesus Christ.  

     In the previous chapter Paul explained why women in the church are NOT to teach or exercise 
authority over the men when the church is gathered. In this passage, however,  he tells us about 
the ones who are to teach and exercise authority over the church. Now before we begin, let’s 
make a couple observations: 

I. Four Observations: 
1. First: The focus of this passage is NOT on what the elders do but on the quality of the 

men they are. Once again, it seems as though the false teachers in the church of 
Ephesus (where Timothy is serving) had somehow gotten themselves appointed as elders 
in the church. Paul’s focus on the character and reputation of men who qualify for the 
office comes as a safeguard to protect the church from the danger of allowing false 
teachers and trouble-makers into leadership over the church. 

2. Second, it bears mentioning that a number of qualifications are directly related to a 
man’s family. 

Elder: Husband of one wife  (2)  - Deacon: Husband of one wife (12) 
Elder: Manage his household well (4)  -  Deacon: Manage household (12) 
Elder: If you don’t manage your household, how can you manage church? (5) 
Elder: Teach children to be submissive (4) – Deacon:  Manage their children (12) 
Elder: Dignified toward family (4)  -  Deacon: Dignified (8) and Wives  also must be dignified 
(11) 

     It’s as if Paul is saying, if you want to test the true character of a man don’t look at 
his bank account, his business, his communication skills or charm; look rather as his 
family. This is appropriate because on the one hand the church is a family – we are the 
household of God. On the other hand, the church is a family made up of many families. 
This becomes rather explicit when we come to verse five (5) where Paul argues, “…for if 
someone does not know how to manage his own household, how will he care for God’s 



_________? Now, we might expect him to say “God’s household” or “family” but rather 
he says “God’s church.” So the connection between a man’s family and his fitness to 
serve as an elder in God’s church is inescapable. How does this man relate to his wife? 
How does he relate to his children? Do they love him? Do they respect him? Are they 
submissive to his leadership? Are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness and the other 
fruits of the Spirit evident in his home, or is it marked by anger, rebellion, discontent, 
and a lust to control? Such a test will go a long way toward protecting the church from 
men who would otherwise lead the church astray. 

3. Third observation:  It is NOT improper for a man to desire to one day become an elder. 
Notice verse 1, “If a man aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble task.” 
Some have argued that if you desire to one day be an elder in the local church you must 
have spurious motives. You must be proud or have “control issues.” But that is not 
necessarily the case. A man who is walking with in the Spirit will possess Spirit-wrought 
desires. It is a good thing to aspire to eldership.  

     In fact, notice Paul’s introductory statement: “The saying is trustworthy…” Five 
times in the Pastoral Epistles Paul uses this phrase, “This saying is trustworthy,” and 
each time it is used to identify something of particular importance. What can be more 
important in the life of a local church than the choosing of biblically qualified leaders. 
It’s not wrong to desire to become a “biblically qualified leader.” Would to God that all 
the men of every church should aspire to grow into the kind of men who would so 
qualify! So long as your motive is to serve Christ and care for his people, aspiring to the 
office of elder is a good thing.  

4. A Fourth observation:  While these qualifications apply explicitly and directly to any man 
who aspires to the office of elder, they also apply implicitly and indirectly to every man 
in the church. What Paul is describing here is NOT a man who is called to a higher level 
of spirituality then all the rest of the men in the church. No, Paul is simply describing a 
mature follower of Christ whose life has been shaped and continues to be shaped by the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. In other words, if you are a Christian man, then this passage 
applies to you. So as you listen to these qualifications, ask yourself: “Does this 
qualification describe me, my marriage, and my family?” And “What do these 
qualifications expose in me that the Lord would be pleased to have me work on to make 
me more like Jesus?” 

II. Fifteen Qualification:  

1. Above Reproach:  

A. There are two occasions in the NT where God uses the Apostle Paul lay out a 
list of qualifications for elder. The first is here in 1 Timothy 3, and the other is 
found in the brief letter written to a young church-planter by the name of 
Titus.  In both letters the primary consideration in God’s standard for eldership 
is a man’s character and reputation. We see the first one in verse 2 and then 
again in chapter 1 of Paul’s letter to Titus (v. 6 &7), that a man should be 
“above reproach.” In other words, his life must not be marked by any infamy. 
He should not be a man whose decisions in life as a Christian leave him open to 
slander and attack. 

B. As Calvin observes, “There will be no one found among men that is free from 



every vice; but it is one thing to be blemished with ordinary vices, which do 
not hurt the reputation because they are found in men of the highest 
excellence, and another thing to have a disgraceful name… An elder should be 
one who has a good and honorable reputation.”  1

C. Here at Calvary Bible Church when we are pursuing a man for eldership we sit 
down with him in the process and ask a whole list of personal questions 
designed to expose anything that may later bring reproach to Christ and his 
church. For example, we ask: 

1) Are you engaging in any get rich quick schemes? 

2) Are you addicted to pornography, alcohol, gambling, or any other 
enslaving substances or practices? 

3) Is there anything in your personal life or business affairs that you think 
might bring reproach to Christ and His church if they were to come to 
light? 

D. Of course we understand that there aren’t any men in the church who do NOT 
have a sinful past. But the question is, does the gospel of Jesus Christ have 
such sway over your life that you have addressed past sin appropriately and are 
striving (imperfectly but faithfully) to live above reproach in all you dealings 
and relationships? 

E. Paul then follows up by offering a list of specific areas in which a prospective 
elder must be found to be “above reproach.” These two lists of character 
qualities can be broken into three categories; (1) Marital Fidelity;  (2) Domestic 
Leadership; and  (3) General Reputation but I am going to address them simply 
as they come to us in the text. 

2. Husband of One Wife  (2) 

A. A man who aspires to the office of elder must have a history of marital fidelity. 
That is, he must be known as one who has been morally faithful to his wife 
throughout their entire marriage.  

B. The phrase Paul uses is “husband of one wife.”  The literal Greek expression is 
“a one-woman man.” 

C. Clearly, if a man had multiple wives (as in many primitive cultures to which the 
gospel has spread in recent years), this qualification would disqualify him. But 
there are other, more relevant implications for most men.  

D. A man who has never been divorced, and has maintained his marriage vows to the same 
woman would be an excellent example to the church of what it means to live in harmony 
together for life. But just because a man has remained married to the same woman does 
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not necessarily mean that he has been faithful to her all those years.  

E. If a man has been the husband of one wife, but the lover of three or four, he 
would be equally disqualified. The 7th commandment is, “You shall not commit 
adultery.” John MacArthur observes,  

One contemporary trend that is cause for a great concern is the shocking 
moral sins that pastors commit only to step back into ministry as soon as the 
publicity cools down. I have received inquiries from other churches 
wondering if our church has written guidelines or a workbook for restoring 
fallen pastors to their pulpits. We have to tell people we do not have any such 
thing because we believe the Bible clearly teaches that once a man fails in 
the area of sexual morality, he is no longer qualified for pastoral ministry. 
Certainly we want him restored to the Lord and to the fellowship, but biblical 
qualifications for one who … is identified as pastor, overseer, or elder 
exclude him from that role in a church that is pleasing Go.   2

F. This is not to say that a pastor who has committed such a grave sin but has 
fully and completely repented, is any less of a man, or less spiritual, less 
gifted, or less usable to God. It does mean, however, that he no longer 
meets the qualifications of this unique role in the life of the church. 

G. The elder must have a reputation for being absolutely devoted to his wife as long as 
they both do live. 

H. In its simplest form, “husband of one wife” means that a man is singularly devoted to 
the woman who is his wife. It doesn’t necessarily mean there was never a divorce in 
his past. Godly men have a history of all kinds of sins before coming to know Christ. 
It simply means that he has a long history of devotion to his wife.  

I. Men, are you singularly devoted to your wife? Are you careful about how you relate to 
other women at the office at in church? Your relationship with your wife will say more 
about you than most anything else in your life. 

  

 3. Sober Minded: (2) 

A. The word literally means “wineless.” But Paul seems to be using it in its 
metaphorical sense here (he will speak of not being a drunkard later). In this 
case Paul is speaking of being alert, watchful, vigilant, or clear-headed.  A 3

leader in God’s church must be one who thinks clearly and biblically.  

B. In our time it is so easy to fill our minds with worthless things that train us over 
time to be flighty, and easily carried away with philosophies, fads, and worldly 
ideas. One who leads God’s church, however, must have a mind trained by 
Scripture and anchored by convictions wrought by the Holy Spirit. 

 John MacArthur, Pastoral Ministry, p.892
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4. Self-Controlled (or Prudent) (2): 

A. A man characterized by self-control knows how to possess himself. He is not 
impulsive nor does he speak rashly but will be a person of sound judgment and 
will be serious about spiritual matters.  

B. This doesn’t mean that he will have no sense of humor, but he will take 
seriously every decision that affects the body of Christ. He will be duly 
concerned for the lost; about sin in the church, and the need to address it in 
appropriate ways and at the appropriate times.  

C. He follows the rule of Paul, that “Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, 
whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good 
repute, if there is any excellence and if there is anything praiseworthy, let your 
mind dwell on these things 

5. Respectable: (2) 

A. The word for “respectable” here is Kosmios  from which we get the English 
word “cosmetics.” It means “to put in order.” The idea here is that a 
respectable man will have an orderly life. As Homer Kent writes, “The ministry 
is no place for a man whose life is a continual confusion of unaccomplished 
plans and unorganized activities.”  4

B. Being “respectable” is not so must a matter of making people think well of you 
but rather of having a life that is not chaotic but orderly. This is a man who 
obeys God’s command to Adam that he would take dominion and subdue his 
world rather than being captivated by it.  

6. Hospitable: ((2) 

A. Hospitality is the duty of all Christians. The apostle Peter told the church, “Be 
hospitable to one another without complaint” (1 Pet. 4:9). Likewise, Paul said 
to the believer in Rome, that they should contribute to the needs of the saints 
and practice hospitality. The author of Hebrews also exhorted us to be 
hospitable even to strangers.  

B. Being hospitable simply means that one opens his home to others. In fact the  
GK word for hospitality means “love of strangers.” In the early church this was 
an important quality because there was no other accommodations for traveling 
ministers and great opportunities for taking care of needy believers. 

C. During the English reformation hospitality was also a great need of the church 
as pastors and their families were being kicked out of their churches and 
homes.  

D. Even today, hospitality can be one of the most practical and powerful 
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ministries available to you all the time. You don’t need a special program. All 
you need to do is open your home to others and let them see what a gospel-
shaped home looks like (e.g. Rosaria Butterfield’s story).  

E. Sometimes we get so comfortable with the friends we have that we tend to 
neglect ministering to people we don’t know. This is not merely a ministry for 
elders, but for every member of the body. Is your home characterized by 
hospitality? 

7. Able to Teach: (2) 

A. This phrase means “apt, qualified, or competent to explain and defend the 
truth of God. This is the only qualification in the list that involves a necessary 
ministry skill.  

B. Apparently, some elders in Paul’s day gave more time to the ministry of 
teaching than others. And it may be that some were especially gifted while 
other not so much. But all elders need to be competent with the Scriptures 

C. Paul saw the church as an institution led by its teachers; those who can preach 
the truth and refute error. The primary leadership of the church is not 
administrative but instructive in nature.  

Certainly, there are more characteristics that Paul wants us to consider when it comes to 
appointing elders in the church, and he has some things to say about deacons as well. But we 
will have to look at those next time.  

Conclusion: 

      Thinking about the kind of character God requires of the men he would have lead his church 
should cause us to ask questions about our own lives. Am I truly striving – however imperfectly - 
to be above reproach in every area of my life? We would do well to heed the words of James who 
wrote,  

James 1:22–25  
Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. For if anyone is a hearer of the 
word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. For he 
looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. But the one who looks into 
the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, 
he will be blessed in his doing. 

     Perhaps today you can identify ONE specific character quality or issue of the heart that you 
know God wants you to address. Let me encourage you to begin praying about that issue very 
specifically this week. Ask the H.S. to search your heart and reveal any presumptuous sin that 
you have been reluctant to own and address.   



     Remind yourself that your relationship with God is based NOT on your moral attainment but 
solely on the righteousness of Christ which is yours by the free grace and love of God. Then, 
knowing that you are already forgiven in Christ, confess any sin to the Father and ask Him to 
purify and change you.   

      Next, ask yourself, what ONE specific action should I take to begin putting off sin and 
putting on the character of Christ? When should I begin? Who can I ask for help? 

    It is good for us to periodically examine ourselves like this. God is NOT pleased with us 
becoming morbidly introspective, but He does love a heart that desires to be pleasing to the Lord 
and He delights to encourage us by changing us – however imperceptibly, over a period of time, 
by the power of His Spirit. Whether you aspire to the office of elder or no, there is much here to 
consider. May the Lord find us faithful in responding appropriately to his word today.  

A Christ-exalting church will always ensure that its elders are gospel-shaped men. 


