Letters to the Front Lines #9

“What to Look for in a Leader (part 2)”

1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:6-9

Last Sunday evening we began considering “What to Look for in a Leader” by examining the titles used in the New Testament for church leaders. In that study we found that several terms are used to identify leaders in the church, such as “elder,” “overseer,” “pastor,” “minister,” “apostle,” and even “angel.” All of these designations refer to those responsible for the spiritual welfare of the local church congregation. A different term, “deacon,” seems to refer to a different position within the local church family, those who are responsible for the physical or material welfares of the congregation.

In his first letter to Timothy and his letter to Titus, the apostle Paul differentiates these two positions and provides qualifications for each. Tonight, in “part two” of this study, we will take a look at the tasks of church leaders, while next week we will conclude “What to Look for in a Leader” with a look at the traits of those who serve.

Proclaiming the Scriptures

The first two tasks of the spiritual leaders in the local church are identified in Acts 6:1-4,

In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food. 2 So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, “It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables. 3 Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them 4 and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.” 

While this passage is noteworthy in the establishment of the deacons, we should not miss the priorities of the apostles noted at the end of verse 4: “prayer and the ministry of the Word.” This is also seen in verse 2, where they claim, “It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.”
As the early church grew, so grew the challenges. (That’s what happens when you add imperfect people to a situation—problems are certain to arise!) Here there was an issue that some of the widows were being neglected.

At this time the entire body of believers was Jewish, but they represented two groups from two very different backgrounds. The Greek terms could be rendered “Hellenists” (or “Grecian”) and “Hebrews” (or “Hebraic”), which have colloquial meanings. The “Hellenists” were no less Hebrew than the “Hebrews,” at least by birth and bloodline. While Jewish by birth, they had adopted many customs from their Gentile neighbors and assimilated into their local communities in many ways. Many Hellenists dressed like Gentiles, socialized with Gentiles, and had adopted Greek as their primary language.

The “Hebrews,” on the other hand, were more traditionally Jewish in their manner of life, dress, and customs. Whereas most Hellenists attempted to accommodate Greek culture without completely abandoning their Jewish identity, the Hebrews scrupulously insulated themselves from anything Gentile. They also tended to be very nationalistic. Consequently, they spoke colloquial Hebrew or Aramaic as much as possible and Greek only when necessary.
 So while all the members of this first congregation were Jews but they were by no means naturally monolithic. Hellenists and Hebraists were often as antagonistic toward one another as the Hebraists were toward the Gentiles.

Widows fared much better in Hebrew culture, which valued kindness to widows and orphans as honoring to God; naturally, the church continued this Jewish tradition. Some Hellenists, however, complained that Hellenistic widows had been overlooked in the distribution of food, subtly suggesting cultural bias was to blame.

The Apostles studied the situation and concluded that they were to blame: they were so busy trying to serve tables as well as attending to prayer and the ministry of the Word of God that they were accomplishing neither. They had created their own problem because they were trying to do too much. Even today, some pastors are so busy with secondary tasks that they fail to spend adequate time in study and in prayer. This creates a “spiritual deficiency” in the church that makes it easy for problems to develop.

It is vital for the health and growth of the church that pastors and people in the local congregation learn this lesson. It is a real “ministry of the word” to which pastors are called to dedicate their life. The apostles were not too busy for ministry, but preoccupied with the wrong ministry. So are many pastors. Instead of concentrating on the ministry of the word (which will include preaching to the congregation, counseling individuals and training groups), they become overwhelmed with administration. Sometimes it is the pastor’s fault (he wants to keep all the reins in his own hands), and sometimes the people’s fault (they want him to do everything). In either case the consequences are disastrous. The standards of preaching and teaching decline, since the pastor has little time to study or pray. And the lay people do not exercise their God-given roles, since the pastor does everything himself. For both reasons the congregation is inhibited from growing into maturity in Christ. What is needed is the basic, biblical recognition that God calls different men and women to different ministries. Then the people will ensure that their pastor is set free from unnecessary administration, in order to give himself to the ministry of the word, and the pastor will ensure that the people discover their gifts and develop ministries appropriate to them.

This is not to suggest that serving tables is a menial task, because every ministry in the church is important. But it is a matter of priorities; the Apostles were doing jobs that others could do just as well. D.L. Moody used to say that it was better to put ten men to work than to try to do the work of ten men. Certainly it is better for you, for the workers you enlist, and for the church as a whole.

Turning to 1 Timothy 3, Paul lists qualifications of “overseers” (or “elders”) in verses 2-7. Most of these are character traits, and we will consider each of these next week, but two tasks of leadership are named here: “apt to teach” in verse two and “manage his own family well” in verse four.

What does the phrase “apt to teach” mean? “Apt to teach” describes the skill of communicating knowledge. This does not require the elder to be a teacher by calling or gifting; he must simply have the ability to explain the Scriptures and help others to understand and apply them.
 Teaching the Word of God is one of an elder’s main ministries.
 This does not necessarily require preaching (as we know it) but can be used in small group settings or one-on-one relationships as well.

Paul gives “able to teach” fuller expression in Titus 1:9, “He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it.” This demands that the elder be a student of the Word, a man who compares Scripture with Scripture and can communicate it and, when necessary, defend the faith.

Praying for the Saints

Also included in the Acts 6 passage is the task of praying for the saints. In verse four the apostles conclude, “[We] will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.”  I think many focus on “the ministry of the Word” and not so much on “prayer.” Yet they form a natural couple, since the ministry of the word, without prayer that the Spirit will water the seed, is unlikely to bear fruit.
 
James 5:16 states, “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” A praying church will be a victorious, growing, maturing community. The wonder of today’s church is that so much goes on with so little praying. The answer to many of the church’s problems is not more seminars, programs, and promotional gimmicks but more praying on the part of God’s people, both as a group and individually.

Just two verses earlier in James 5 we read, “Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord.” James associates the healing ministry of prayer with the local church leaders.

Much controversy swirls over the anointing with oil. Let’s not lose sight that James’ primary instruction to the elders is to pray for the sick person. Prayer is the chief subject of this entire passage, in which the word prayer is used seven times in James 5:13–18. The sick need prayer, and the issue of anointing with oil must not be allowed to overshadow the prayer, which is the main point.

Notice it is the responsibility of the sick (or their family) to call for the spiritual leaders of the church. Isn’t that interesting? We look at it the other way around. Often the pastor or elders are the last to know when someone is sick, hospitalized, or homebound.
 

The church elders are to be called to the sick person’s bedside not because they are particularly gifted as healers, but because they are the official representatives of the church whose task is to shepherd the flock. Visiting the sick and praying for healing are essential responsibilities of the shepherding task. For example, Ezekiel denounces Israel’s shepherds because they callously refuse to care for the sick: “Those who are sickly you have not strengthened, the diseased you have not healed, the broken you have not bound up” (Ezekiel 34:4). Every compassionate, knowledgeable shepherd knows that caring for sick people is a particularly significant and intimate part of the shepherding task.

Protecting the Sheep

This brings us to the next task of church leaders, protecting the sheep. Paul addressed the elders of Ephesus in Acts 20:28-31,

Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.

As we saw last week, the word “pastor” literally means, “shepherd.” Here Paul calls the elders “shepherds of the church of God,” and charges them to keep watch over all the “flock.” As shepherding was customary in that part of the world in the biblical era, references to shepherds and sheep are quite common in the Bible.

This speech to the Ephesian elders is a virtual manual for church leaders. It is the only record of Paul speaking directly to elders. It records his final words of warning to the church elders, providing a dramatic description of who they are and what they are called by God to do.

Paul brought his farewell message to a close by warning the leaders of the dangers they had to recognize and deal with if they were to protect and lead the church. To begin with, there are dangers around us, “wolves” that want to ravage the flock. Paul was referring to false teachers, the counterfeits who exploit the church for personal gain. How important it is that believers know the Word of God and be able to detect and defeat these religious racketeers.

The verb rendered “be on guard” (prosechō) means “to keep watch” or “pay strict attention.” It is an imperative verb, and the tense used here indicates continuous action.
 The danger of false teaching coming into the church is always a hazard.

But there are also dangers among us, because of people within the church who are ambitious for position and power. Church history is filled with accounts of people like Diotrephes who love to have the preeminence, as seen in 3 John 9–11. It is shocking to realize how many false prophets got his or her start within the Christian church family! 

Then there are also dangers within us, where Paul put the greatest emphasis: “Keep watch over yourselves” (Acts 20:28). He names five sins that are especially destructive to the life and ministry of spiritual leaders in the church: carelessness (31), shallowness (32), covetousness (33), laziness (34), and selfishness (35).

The apostle Peter also addresses church leaders as “shepherds” in 1 Peter 5:1-3,

To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ’s sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed: Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.

Note the three words Paul used in Acts 20 with the Ephesian elders are the same three words are also used by Peter to describe these special church leaders: “elders,” “shepherds,” and “overseers.”
 This lends credence to the thought that these titles are interchangeable, referring to the same position of leadership in the local church.
Some thirty-five years before Peter wrote these words, on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus charged Peter to shepherd His sheep in John 21:15-17,

When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?” 

“Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 

Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?” 

He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.” 

The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.”

Peter now passes on the same commission to the elders of the local churches. The mandate for elders to shepherd the flock of God is vitally important to the local church. The Bible teaches that people are like sheep, and sheep cannot be left unattended. As God’s sheep, Christian people need continuous encouragement, comfort, guidance, prayer, and correction. Thus the elder’s life is one of devoted work for the spiritual welfare of the flock.

Presiding over the Structure

Finally we see the task of presiding over the structure of the local church. By “structure” I am not referring to the physical building—the New Testament church did not have physical structures called "churches"—but rather the overall organization of the local church. I do not believe the church is a business that should be run like a business; the church is an organism that is held together by life, and that life comes through the Holy Spirit. Yet the church must be organized; for if an organism is not organized, it will die.
 While the leaders must not get bogged down in all of the day-to-day happenings of the church—as the apostles were doing in Acts 6—they must be aware and exercise oversight over the affairs of the congregation.

This is what Paul is getting at in 1 Timothy 3:4-5, “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?)” The word manage translates a Greek word for “leader,” combining the concepts of “rule” and “care.”
 It suggests a personal ministry to the needs of the church. It is used in Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan to describe the care given to the injured man in Luke 10:34–35.

Later in this same letter Paul writes in 1 Timothy 5:17, “The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.” The phrase “direct the affairs” means, “to be over, to superintend, to preside over.” There is a clear sense of authority in the word.

Elders, especially those who bear the burden of teaching and preaching, provide a valuable service to the congregation, and they do this at the expense of earning a living elsewhere. If a church values excellent teaching, strong preaching, and spiritual leadership, the congregation will give its leaders sufficient financial provision to devote a normal workweek to the church’s ministries.
 Paul told Timothy to be sure that the leaders were paid adequately on the basis of their ministries. He quoted an Old Testament law in Deuteronomy 25:4 to prove his point. Then he added a statement from Jesus: “The laborer deserves his wages,” from Luke 10:7. 

If pastors are faithful in feeding and leading the people, then the church ought to be faithful and pay them adequately. “Double honor” (1 Tim. 5:17) can be translated “generous pay.” (The word honor is used as in “honorarium.”) It is God’s plan that the needs of His servants be met by their local churches; and He will bless churches that are faithful to His servants.
 But this in no way authorizes pastors living in luxury.

The tasks of a church leader, then, include proclaiming the Scriptures, praying for the saints, protecting the sheep, and presiding over the structure. Next week we will look at the traits to consider in those who perform these essential tasks.
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