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With Joy and Not Grief

1 Timothy 3:1-7
This is a faithful saying: If a man desires the position of a bishop, he desires a good work. 2 A bishop then must be blameless, the husband of one wife, temperate, sober-minded, of good behavior, hospitable, able to teach; 3 not given to wine, not violent, not greedy for money, but gentle, not quarrelsome, not covetous; 4 one who rules his own house well, having his children in submission with all reverence 5 (for if a man does not know how to rule his own house, how will he take care of the church of God?); 6 not a novice, lest being puffed up with pride he fall into the same condemnation as the devil. 7 Moreover he must have a good testimony among those who are outside, lest he fall into reproach and the snare of the devil (1 Timothy 3:1-7).
The Marks of the Church


Not long ago I ran into an old volleyball friend.  He was part of that old school, earthy, sixties beach volleyball culture—a bit of (what we once called) a hippie.  We caught up with each other’s lives a bit when I took the opportunity to invite him to church.  He paused, gave me a smile (as if seeking to find a reason to say ‘no’) then looking at the ocean, replied, “This is my church.”  I’m going to have to argue that he had a fundamental misunderstanding of what a church is.


A great 20th century irony is how so many organizations and functions have hijacked the word ‘church’ to define who or what they are (whether the church is the beach or a church of religious science or even an informal Bible study or times of personal prayer) and how many churches have chosen to abandon the name, preferring titles such as ‘Christian fellowship’ or ‘Christian center’.  Be that as it may, the word ‘church’ has become a very liquid and undefined term.  This is not a new problem.


Shortly after the Reformation of the 16th century, when many Christians felt liberated from the constraints of the Roman Catholic Church, there was a sort of ecclesiastical pandemonium taking place.  It became like a religious Spring Break for many professing believers who recklessly organized churches which didn’t (in the eyes of many learned believers) appear to be true churches at all.  This was something that many Roman Catholics feared would happen and they were correct.  Even Luther was horrified at what was taking place in these neo-religious communities.  The issue had to be addressed post haste.

The Marks of a True Church

What makes a church a church?  One of the earliest Protestant Confessions (A confession being a sort of thorough statement of faith) took to the task.  The Belgic Confession offered a description of the defining marks of a true church that has remained the gold standard for centuries.  Article 29 (paragraph three) states:

The true church can be recognized if it has the following marks: The church engages in the pure preaching of the gospel; it makes use of the pure administration of the sacraments as Christ instituted them; it practices church discipline for correcting faults. In short, it governs itself according to the pure Word of God, rejecting all things contrary to it and holding Jesus Christ as the only Head. By these marks one can be assured of recognizing the true church--and no one ought to be separated from it.

In short, a true church engages in the pure preaching of the gospel, the pure administration of the sacraments (baptism and the Lord’s Supper) and church discipline (A Matthew 18 approach to unrepentant sin in the body of Christ).  If these three things are not happening, one should not think they are attending a church.  One might ask, “What about prayer, singing in worship, fellowship, love, giving, acts of service and mercy and the many other attributes and activities that should be found in the gathering of the saints?”    

Prayer, singing, fellowship, love, giving, acts of service and mercy and so forth are not restricted to that organism called the church (an organism with pastors, elders, and deacons).  Believers can, and are encouraged to, pursue those activities both publicly and privately.  But it is the church (as a defined entity) that has been given the responsibility to exercise discipline (we do not individually excommunicate others), to administer the sacraments and preach the gospel—recognizing that it is the elders (not just the one preaching) who take responsibility for that which is preached from the pulpit.  

Those other necessary elements (prayer, song, love, service, mercy and so forth) are the Spirit generated fruit of a church that remains committed to its prime directive of word, sacrament and discipline.

Everything that is authentic, truly profound and worthwhile proceeds from Christ who is presented by word and sacrament—the purity of which is protected by discipline.  And it is from that fountain that fervent prayer, dynamic worship, brotherly love, heartfelt service and mercy begins to weave the brethren to Christ and together to form a single unit, a single body, “For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one” (Ephesians 2:14).
Ruling and Giving an Account


To whom is the responsibility of “pure preaching, pure administration of the sacraments” and “church discipline” given?  What we will see is that the responsibility in a very broad sense is given to the entire church.  There is a “priesthood” of all believers (1 Peter 2:5, 9).  One of the primary responsibilities of this priesthood is to do what this church did a couple of years ago, choose elders.  It is the elders who are most directly responsibility to ensure that Christ remains the only head of the church through word, sacrament and discipline.

‘Elder’ is a specific office in the church.  And it is always a plurality of elders.  In the sixty plus times “elder” is mentioned in the New Testament it is always in the plural except when John is referring to himself as the author of his second and third general epistles—all this to say that an individual elder does not have authority as an individual, but only as he contributes to the corporate conscience of the board.

The board of elders has the daunting, yet glorious task of shepherding and ruling in the church.  Peter writes:
So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: 2 shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; 3 not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the flock. 4 And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory (1 Peter 5:1-5).

This shepherding, or oversight, should not be done begrudgingly or for some dishonest gain—whether the gain is financial, social or seeking prestige.  The elders are not to domineer but to lead by example.  The primary consideration/responsibility for the elder revolves around an accurate presentation of the Law and Gospel of Christ-the word of God.
Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching (1 Timothy 5:17).

The elder must be willing to engage and able to teach the things of God.  He also has the difficult task of knowing when the correcting of his opponents has descended to “foolish, ignorant controversies.”  He may have to argue but “must not be quarrelsome but kind to everyone, able to teach, patiently enduring evil” (2 Timothy 2:23, 24).

Shepherding, oversight and instruction involves a great many things.  He must be willing to pray, visit the sick, care for the indigent, widows, orphans, bereaved and so much more.  The elders are the primary earthly party responsible to God for the condition of the bride of Christ—the church.  And they will give an account to God.
Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you (Hebrews 13:17).

It is no small thing to open your mouth and suppose to speak for God.  It would appear that God detests being misrepresented above almost anything.  When Moses, in anger, struck the rock with his staff, he misrepresented God who told him merely to speak to the rock (Numbers 20:8, 11), a misrepresentation that kept him from entering the land (Deuteronomy 32:51, 52).  The most vehement diatribes by Jesus in all of Scripture are directed toward those who were unfaithful in their directive to lead God’s people (Matthew 23).

In the above passage (Hebrews 13:17) you see a defined relationship between the elders and the congregation.  There are specific leaders to whom the members of a church are to submit and to whom those leaders are responsible.  This is why a church is to have a defined membership.  We see a disposition that people should seek—they should seek to make the elder’s task a joyful one.  And we see that the elders are accountable to God for the proper functioning of the church which, at its heart, presents Christ through word, sacrament—the purity of which is preserved through discipline.

An Elder Must Be


It is little wonder that God is quite particular about the qualities necessary to this “noble task” (1 Timothy 3:1).  I am not under the impression that the attributes given in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 (and elsewhere) provide an exhaustive list (since different lists are given in different places).  
In a meeting after teaching on this passage a couple of years ago I mentioned how important it would be for the elders to “dwell in unity” from Psalm 133.  A gentleman asked me where in the pastoral epistles that was named as a requirement (I appreciate Christians willing to ask questions with their Bibles open).  You could make the argument that it would be under “not quarrelsome” (1 Timothy 3:3).  

But even if not, there is also no verse that says an elder should not scream at and scare small children at the front door of the church.  That is to say that there is an assumption that the candidates for elders be found mature in other virtues, even if not mentioned in Timothy and Titus.  

Even still, it would be worthwhile to take a look at some of the traits requisite to the office.  In the passage we opened with (1 Timothy 3:1-7) we see the list begin:
“Above reproach”—anepilempton.  He is to be unimpeachable or blameless.  This does not mean he is perfect—sinless.  Nor does it mean he has never been accused for even our Savior was accused.  There are no legitimate, severe accusations.

“One wife”—heis gynaikos—or one woman.  This may mean (especially based upon the time it was written) the man was not a polygamist.  Others would add that he should not be one who had an illegitimate divorce—then remarried.

“Sober-minded”—nephalion.  This is a person who is level-headed.  This is closely related to the next attribute.
“Self-controlled”—sophrona.  An elder must be prudent, thoughtful and in control of himself.

“Respectable”—kosmion.  This word carries the idea of being appropriate.  An elder should be circumspect and behave and speak fitting to the occasion.

“Hospitable”—philoxenon.  Literally, this word means a lover of strangers.  An elder should be willing to greet new people and invite people into their home.

“Able to Teach”—didaktikon.  An elder should be able to articulate what his church believes—what Christians believe.  

“Not a Drunkard”—paronoin.  Just what it says…not someone who can’t hold their liquor.

“Not Violent”— plekten.  The word describes a bully—someone just looking for a fight or seeking to win by intimidation.
“Gentle”—epieike.  The elder should be able to teach and hold their ground and not compromise.  But they must, at the same time exude a yielding, gentle, kind and courteous way.

“Not Quarrelsome”—amachon.  You don’t want an elder who argues for the sake of arguing and fails to realize the importance to peace among the brethren.  This is a subtle breaking of the 3rd Commandment.
“Not a Lover of Money”—aphilargyron.  This has hit epidemic proportions in western evangelicalism.  

“Manage His Own Household”—proiostamenon.  He has to rule and direct his own house well.  An elder must manage his own home well and continue to make his home a priority even as he serves as an elder.
“Not a Recent Convert”—neophyton.  The enemy will set his sights on the leaders of the church in many ways—not the least of which being conceit and prestige.  An elder should be a seasoned Christian.

“Well Thought Of”—martyrian kalos.  I have always found this a bit paradoxical.  Jesus teaches that the world will hate us (Matthew 5:11, 12) but here the elder is to be well thought of by outsiders.  The answer is: it all depends.  If they are not well thought of because of their witness for Christ that would certainly be an exception.  But if it is a result of legitimate character flaws, that is another matter.  We can easily go deeper and wider in our study of the proper traits (Titus 1:5-9; 2 Timothy 2:14-26; 1 Peter 5:1-4; Acts 20:28).

The Process

Taking a little turn here, I would like to remind us all of how the process took place here at King’s Harbor Church along with an update and a brief exhortation.


As you may recall, due to a series of events and concerns within the church, a committee/council of local pastors was formed to aid the church.  It was not the desire of that council to overly define King’s Harbor (the council itself is fairly ecumenical) but to aid King’s Harbor in implementing a biblical form of church government where the priesthood of believers within this very church can continue to seek the wisdom and counsel of Christ found in His word, until they “all come to the unity of faith and the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature and the fullness of Christ” (Ephesians 4:13).  We were not going to determine the theology (clearly with certain boundaries), ecclesiology or denominational direction of the church.  

There are only two things saw ourselves directly involved in: 

Firstly, was to provide an interim pastor and secondly, to aid in the selection of new church officers (specifically elders).  We asked members of the church to submit names to the Pastoral Committee as potential elders, then the committee vetted the candidates morally and theologically.  After over 80 nominees we presented five to the congregation to be affirmed by a vote (this was a job which took hundreds of hours).  These five men became the elders.  At this point the Pastoral Committee disbanded and we, as individuals, have not been involved in the remainder of the process other than in a very informal advisory capacity.
One of the biggest tasks for these elders would be to begin the process of selecting a new teaching elder/senior pastor/lead pastor.  nominating committee was formed, and the help of an outside agency was utilized to canvas a very large spectrum of potential candidates (hundreds I understand).  This large number, through a series of papers, interviews, etc. have been reduced to a few.  It is the responsibility of the current elders to vet the remaining candidates (similar to the way they were vetted) and eventually put the candidate, or candidates, before the congregation for affirmation.  You will then have your new pastor.
Conclusion


One final exhortation: whoever the new pastor is, he will not be perfect.  He may be inexperienced and he will make mistakes.  I have no intention of retiring anytime soon, but I think often about how it will be for the pastor who takes my place.  Having been in the same church (even now) for almost 30 years with all the weddings, births, deaths, heartaches, celebrations, how difficult will it be for someone to not feel like a step-father!

But it is my desire that the grown-ups in our church, who I have helped walk through some dark valleys would be grown-ups in my absence.  That they would lovingly, gently, patiently receive the next pastor.  This should not be taken as stifling.  I am not suggesting that sin and heresy be ignored or embraced.  But that you, who are mature, would be a source of encouragement and arm-lifting for the man put in this daunting post.


It is nothing new that being a new/young pastor has its difficulties.  Paul had to encourage the young pastor, Timothy, that he not let anyone despise him because of his youth (1 Timothy 4:12).  He was wet behind the ears, lacking experience, surrounded by arguments.  Paul encouraged him to be a “good minister of Jesus, nourished in the words of faith and the good doctrine which you (he) had carefully followed” (1 Timothy 4:6).

I would like to exhort the members of this church to put at the very top of their list that challenge brought by the author of Hebrews that you make this man’s ministry a source of “joy and not with grief, for that would be unprofitable for you” (Hebrews 13:17b).

PASS Questions

1. What are the marks of a true church and why is this important?

2. Who is primarily responsible (in terms of human accountability) to ensure that Christ remains head of the church?

3.  Read 1 Peter 5:1-5 and discuss the various attributes which should govern being an elder.

4.  How does Hebrews 13:17 require a defined relationship between the church and its elders?

5.  Read 1 Timothy 3:1-7 and discuss the virtues necessary for being an elder.

6.  What are some ways you can make the office of elder/minister a joyful task?
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