
QUALIFICATIONS FOR CHURCH LEADERSHIP

How often have you heard the question “Why would anyone want to be President of the
United States?”  There are people who really do want to have that position.  Every four years a group
of people enter the race hoping to be chosen for the job.  Some have had their heart set on achieving
that goal since childhood.  During such campaigns, we evaluate those who run against a set of criteria
we have for a person in that position.  We may not be able to list all the items that make up our
criteria but somehow we reach a conclusion (it may be described more as a “feeling”) about each
candidate.  One of the problems in politics is that we have a lot of uncertainty regarding what is the
truth regarding each of the candidates.  One of the more heavily weighted inputs to our decision is
how the person has operated or performed in the past.

Some people are involved in hiring or choosing people for a job in the work place.  Usually,
we will have set of specific minimum criteria for candidates.  These minimum criteria are typically
easy to measure (or verify) facts.  The facts might cover such things as education level and field of
study, grade, prior work experience, and citizenship.  There are many other more difficult to measure
or verify criteria that we use to make a decision whether to hire or not.  These criteria may be written
down and evaluation made about prospective employees against these criteria.  As in the case of
choosing an elected official, we might put a lot of reliance on how a person has operated or
performed in the past or in other situations.

What about positions of responsibility in the Church?  I think each of us has in mind a set of
requirement we believe a person should have to function in the role of pastor or deacon.  In addition
to our own ideas, we have the Word of God to guide us.  A familiar passage on this subject is Paul’s
first letter to Timothy.

Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he desires a noble task.  Now the overseer
must be above reproach, the husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach,
not given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money.  He must manage his own
family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect.   (If anyone does not know how to manage his own
family, how can he take care of God's church?)  He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and 
fall under the same judgment as the devil.  He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall
into disgrace and into the devil's trap.  1 Timothy 3:1-7, NIV

The word overseer (Greek, proistemi) literally means “to set or place over or before.”  We
perhaps have several ideas captured in this word.  If the person is in place  “over” a function, then
we would think of a role of supervisor or manager.  If the person is in a position of being “before”
others, then we might see a role of leadership.  This particular word is used interchangeably in other
passages with “elder” or “pastor.”  These roles align with our ideas regarding what the pastor of a
church is expected to do: Supervise, Manage, Lead.  Paul assured Timothy this was a “noble task”
or a “good work.”  

The overseer, elder, or pastor (as we understand the role) is, not only to do a certain job, he
is also expected to meet certain personal characteristics.  As with the job, we have our own ideas
about what would qualify a person for such a role in the church.  Paul gave Timothy a list from which
we can learn.  The first item on this list (above reproach) speaks of the issue of personal integrity.
It is hard to imagine a person trying to lead church members in paths of righteousness if the leader
doesn’t walk there in his own life.  Excursions from the “right path” usually will be revealed.  It may
be just a “one-time” excursion.  But even a one-time incident denigrates the person engaged in such
a “noble task.”  



The criterion of being “the husband of but one wife” has been argued from many sides.  Some
will claim that a pastor must be married.  Others will claim that those who have divorced and
remarried are not eligible.  Some commentaries will say this is a prohibition against polygamists being
pastors.  We don’t know if Paul ever married.  There is no evidence that Timothy was married.  I
believe that the general situation was that most of the mature men in a local body of believers were
married and had children; therefore, Paul was addressing criteria that would apply in most situations.

Many of the other traits would come under the category of “generally regarded as vital”
criteria for pastors:   temperate, sober, or vigilant; self-controlled or discreet; respectable, decorous,
or well-behaved;  hospitable; able to teach; not given to wine or drunkenness; not violent but gentle;
not quarrelsome or contentious, not a lover of money.  How could anyone argue with such a list of
desireable characteristics.  In fact, the world expects these qualities to be the hallmark of Christians,
in general.  Because they haven’t seen these behaviors in every Christian, many reject the validity of
the Gospel.

Beyond the issue of character is the question of proven experience.  The proving ground that
God inspired Paul to reference was that of the home.  Should the home be the most difficult or the
easist challenge a person has when it comes to demonstrating leadership or managerial capability?
Ideally, it should be the easist.  Practically, it may be the most difficult.  The answer to the question
depends on many factors.  The point that Paul was making is that we should not try to export
something that doesn’t work at home.  Whatever problems one might imagine in a family, these are
multiplied in the church setting since we have such a multitude of personalities and problems
involved.  This is almost like saying, “If you can’t do it right during practice, what makes you think
you can do it during the game.”

We can add to character and proven experience the next requirement of spiritual maturity.
Sometimes organizations will have their members rate their own abilities to do an assessment of their
capabilities.  Some have observed that those who are most knowledgeable about a topic will often
rate themselves much lower than a novice in the area.  It takes a certain level of understanding to
realize how little we really know.  Maturity and humility often go together.

The question of a “good reputation” may be a way to summarize all Paul has related to
Timothy regarding the requirements for an elder or overseer.  If a person does not have excellent
character (integrity), proven experience, and spiritual maturity; then those outside the church will
know about it and will use that to critize the work of the church and Chiristians in general.

Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest
gain.  They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. They must first be tested; and then
if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons.  In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of
respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything.  A deacon must be the husband of but one
wife and must manage his children and his household well.  Those who have served well gain an excellent standing
and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus. 1 Timothy 3:8-13

Most Christians will tell you that the word translated “deacon” means servant in the Greek.
Actually, the Greek word is used about 100 times in the New Testament.  It is translated as “deacon”
only five times.  It shows up as the word “serving” or “servant” 20 times.  The majority of the times
(72) it is translated as “minister” or “ministry.”  The term “minister” creates a somewhat different
picture than the term “servant.”  It communicates more responsibility for initiative and being trained
and prepared.  In fact, Paul implied that those who would minister (deacons) should have similar



characteristics as those would be an overseer.  The need for integrity, proven experience, and a good
reputation are specifically mentioned.  In addition, Paul recognized the benefit a wife can be in
ministry situations that are likely to occur in a church.

Don't let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in
love, in faith and in purity.  Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to
teaching.  Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their
hands on you.  Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress.
Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.
I Timothy 4:12-16

 Paul took special interest in Timothy.  He had known his mother and grandmother and Paul
had been instrumental in Timothy coming to know the Lord.  

Because he was young, Timothy would have had some difficulty in being 



accepted by the congregation at Ephesus where he was the pastor.  Paul gave him excellent advice
in ways to overcome a lack of acceptance in any situation and that was to be a good example to the
people.  All the areas that Paul cited (conduct, charity, in spirit, faith, purity) cover most of the areas
that the world uses to judge Christians and whether we get labelled as real or hypocrites.  It is
important that all Christians be good examples in all these areas; however, it is especially important
that a pastor be faithful in this.  All of us need good solid examples and models as a means to inspire
us to do better and to just realize that we can do better.  When we see the possibility of living a life
dedicated to God and not dominated by self, then we are strengthen in our faith to do the same.  

Paul went on to encourage and direct his young friend.  Two of the important jobs of a pastor
are to encourage and to teach those in his pastorate.  This requires spending time in the word of God
so that the basis of the encouragement, advice and doctrine are sound.  If a pastors spends his time
reading secular psychology books rather than the Bible, then he will find himself recommending
secular solutions to spiritual problems.  

All of us can profit from Paul's advice to Timothy:  mediate on these things, pay close
attention to the example you set and what you teach others, and keep yourself on a sound foundation
in what you believe.


