Letters to the Front Lines #10

“What to Look for in a Leader (part 3)”

1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9

This evening we conclude our study on what to look for in a leader, especially a spiritual leader in a local church. So far we have considered a look at the titles and a look at the tasks for church leaders, and tonight we will take a look at the traits. 

The church is not a building; God’s people are the church. Therefore, it stands to reason that choosing leaders is very important for a local congregation. If the leadership falters, the people lose their way. Unfortunately, most local churches choose their leaders based on one of four erroneous qualifications.

1. Popularity. Some people exude enthusiasm and charisma, often in greater supply than wisdom. Yet, because they know how to win friends and influence people, popular opinion buoys them to the top of any organization they join. They easily obtain office and rarely lose their positions, even after the kind of stunning embarrassments that would ruin any other person.

2. Posterity. Tradition often dictates that a person who has held a position should always hold it. And when that person retires or dies, a son or daughter should naturally take up the mantle. These types of leaders rarely possess the right qualifications and usually keep the church rooted in the past.

3. Politics. These leaders rise to the top because they have the right name, or pull the right strings, or shake the right hands, or leverage the right asset. Politicians know how to land the office they want and retain power for as long as they want it, but they don’t always make good leaders. In fact, their political skill might be a strong indication of their failings as a leader.

4. Prosperity. Wealthy church members often find their way into positions of leadership. There’s nothing wrong with wealth, of course, but people often associate material blessings with God’s favor and assume that wisdom accompanies wealth. Sometimes, great business sense comes at the expense of humility, cooperativeness, teachableness, and restraint. On the other hand, a wealthy person with a good perspective on material blessings can become an effective leader. Either way, a large and impressive portfolio means nothing in terms of qualities to lead the church.

Paul recognized the importance of church leadership, and so in both 1 Timothy and Titus he provided a list of essential character traits that leaders should possess.

At the beginning of this study I quoted Howard Hendricks who said, “The greatest crisis in America today is a crisis of leadership.”  He went on to say, “And the greatest peril of leadership is a crisis of character. Think about it, to give a person management techniques and leadership skills without integrity is simply to enable him to become a better rip-off artist.”
 This is true, and the Scriptures we will consider tonight portray the kind of character needed in church leaders. But there is another crisis of leadership in the church today that is more subtle yet very dangerous to the body of Christ that we will see.

With that in mind, turn with me in your Bibles to 1 Timothy 3:1-7,

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.
And now turn over to Titus 1:6-9,

An elder must be blameless, the husband of but one wife, a man whose children believe and are not open to the charge of being wild and disobedient. Since an overseer is entrusted with God’s work, he must be blameless—not overbearing, not quick-tempered, not given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest gain. Rather he must be hospitable, one who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, upright, holy and disciplined. 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.
These two lists of traits are not identical but certainly similar. Possibly Paul customized each list given the specific needs of those churches, but the broad emphases are the same. Paul talks about the leader in his personal character, his private conduct, and his public conduct.

The Leader in His Personal Character

Paul begins by considering the leader in his personal character. In 1 Timothy 3:2 he begins, “Now the overseer must be above reproach,” while in Titus 1:6 he writes, “An elder must be blameless…” repeating the same phrase in verse 7. What does he mean by this?

Let’s begin with what he does not mean. This is not a requirement for sinless perfection or a pristine past; it’s a general assessment of one’s maturity and reputation.
 This apparently summarizes all the following qualifications, for we see that the final qualification is also about reputation: “He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap” (1 Tim. 3:7).
 It is likely that Paul begins his list with this word because he saw it as an overarching term under which the others could be summarized.

The next quality is rendered, “the husband of but one wife” in the niv. This has led many Christians and churches to apply this as no church leader—pastors, elders, or deacons—can ever be divorced and remarried.
 This has become a litmus test for any potential candidates for these positions, and if the person has been divorced and/or remarried, they are summarily dismissed.

But is that what Paul was saying? You might be surprised to hear that this phrase has been used at different times to disqualify from ministry (1) those who have never married; (2) those who are widowed and remarried; (3) those divorced and remarried; (4) polygamists; and (5) all those guilty of married unfaithfulness.
 If you check any of those boxes, you’re out.

I don’t believe that was Paul’s intent. In fact, Paul doesn’t say anything about marriage, divorce, or remarriage in this verse; literally, in Greek, this means a “one-woman man.”
 Paul uses the same terms as in chapter two when addressing the roles of men and women in the church. This has led some to argue that Paul’s directives there only apply to husbands and wives, not to men and women in general.
 I don’t buy that, but if I read this verse in chapter 3 as “husband of one wife” then I am forced to interpret chapter 2 the same way.
Rather, I believe this verse before us has nothing to do with marital history and everything to do with character.
 It seems rather arbitrary to bring the somewhat narrow question of divorce into this rather wide-open phrase. There is nothing either in the context, syntax or grammar of 1 Timothy 3 that even hints that a concern over the question of divorce is on the apostle’s mind.
 

In an ideal world, all overseers are to be blameless, flawless, faithful husbands and fathers. Unfortunately, sin mars the ideal. Depravity is ever among us, taking its toll on husbands as well as wives. As a result, inconsistencies and failures plague us all. Therefore, it would be hypocritical to be too rigid concerning the issue of divorce. It seems nonsensical to me that a man who lived with several women before conversion and then marries a woman after his conversion can be received as a pastor or elder, yet a man whose marriage ended in divorce (often against his desire) would be denied an opportunity to lead, regardless of the reason for his divorce.
 Such a rigid standard can also open a moral loophole that a man can be married to only one woman his whole life and yet not be a one-woman man.
 The tone of the phrase is positive rather than prohibitive…not how often one can be married, but rather how one conducts oneself in one’s marriage.

If the phrase “husband of one wife” means having a past free from any moral problems in the area of marriage, then do the other fourteen requirements carry the same demands for a past absolutely free of sin in their particular domain? Must we then not only ask, “Is the person a drunkard” but also, “Has the person ever been drunk?” If we begin to view these fifteen requirements as absolute and extending indefinitely backward into any potential leader’s past, we then must not only ask “is the person dignified?” we must also ask if he or she ever behaved in an undignified manner.
 How many church leaders would there be if we applied all of these qualities in such a rigid way?

Next Paul mentions “temperate,” which translates a Greek word describing a sober, or non-intoxicated, state of mind.
 Since Paul later uses the phrase, “not addicted to wine” later in this list of qualities, he is probably not using “temperate” in a literal sense here. As they are closely related, though, let’s consider them together.

Negatively, a church leader should not be addicted to alcohol. Paul did not require them to be total abstainers, since Jesus himself changed water into wine and made wine the emblem of his blood. (And, yes, it was real wine in John 2, else why would the passage bring up drunkenness? What Paul requires, however, is moderation.
 I would add that this idea is not restricted to alcoholism. Overseers must avoid dependence upon any substance or behavior, such as addiction to destructive things, like nonessential drugs, alcohol, or pornography.

Positively, this means to exercise sensible judgment. In 2 Timothy 4:5, Paul echoes this thought when he writes, “keep your head in all situations.”
 A “sober” or “temperate” man remains in complete control of his faculties. He allows nothing to cloud his thinking, keeping everything in balance and within limits, avoiding excess, even in good things.

Closely related to these traits is “self-controlled,” suggesting being reasonable, sensible, or having sound judgment. This favorite term of Paul’s appears throughout his letter to Titus as “sensible” or “self-controlled,” a quality he wanted to see in “older men” (Titus 2:2), “young women” as taught by the older women (Titus 2:5), “young men” (Titus 2:6), and the church at large (Titus 2:12). In other words, sensibility should be the defining quality of the congregation, starting with its spiritual leaders.
 I would summarize these last three with the words of Ephesians 5:18, “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.”
Next is “respectable,” which is also related to the two above. “Self-controlled” translated the Greek sōphrōn meaning “sensible” or “disciplined,” while “respectable” translates the Greek kosmios. What the sōphrōn is within, the kosmios is without. This is the outward expression of an inward self-control. And, remember, self-control is part of the fruit of the Spirit.

“Not violent but gentle” describes one who is not contentious, not looking for a fight.”
 Some English translations use the term “pugnacious,” translating a Greek term that literally means, “a striker.” Our word “pugnacious” is thus related to the word “pugilist” as in a boxer. It describes one who wants to use physical force to settle disagreements. As we apply this, however, we need not think only of physical striking, but also of any form of physical intimidation or violence employed to win an argument, make a point or manipulate others. God’s work is not accomplished through such means.
 A spiritual leader doesn’t allow emotions to fuel his interactions with others, even in the midst of disagreement.
 Instead a spiritual leader is to be “gentle,” listening to people and being able to take criticism without reacting. He should permit others to serve God in the church without dictating to them.
 This was Jesus’ style as well—he was “gentle and humble in heart” (Matthew 11:29). It, too, is a fruit of the Spirit.

“Not quarrelsome” continues this thought. Leaders must be peacemakers, not troublemakers. This does not mean they must compromise their convictions, but that they must “disagree” without being “disagreeable.” Short tempers do not make for long ministries.
 I believe this also indicates one who does not quarrel over theological issues. Don’t major on minor issues. Paul warned Titus in Titus 3:9-11,

But avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and arguments and quarrels about the law, because these are unprofitable and useless. Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him. You may be sure that such a man is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned.
“Not greedy” describes a disposition that is not overly motivated to pursue material wealth. Godly men can become successful businessmen who earn large sums of money without necessarily “loving money.” People who keep their wealth in perspective usually give generously.
 Unfortunately the lure of wealth is powerful, and many church leaders fall into the trap of those described in 1 Timothy 6:5 as those who “think that godliness is a means to financial gain.” But greed is not only about money and material things; one can covet popularity, fame, authority and power—the list goes on and on..

Last in this list of personal character qualities is “not a recent convert.” The reason is not lack of leadership potential but lack of spiritual maturity. The new believer is more likely to see such a position of leadership as an opportunity for personal advancement and to fail to understand the gravity of the task. The sense in this condition is well illustrated in the modern church, which has seen many recent converts who, because of influential position or fame in the world, are thrust into positions of church leadership that they are hardly ready to fill.
 I have personally witnessed situations where a recent convert was placed in a position of spiritual leadership within the church, and the disastrous consequences predicted by Paul came true. This is why we do not have open nominations for church leaders in our congregational meetings; such decisions are not popularity contests, but should be given time to see if a candidate has these qualities.

The Leader in His Private Conduct

Next we see the leader in his private conduct, or what he is like at home. Paul indicates clearly that one’s performance in the private sphere has consequence for one’s fitness to lead in the more public sphere of ministry.

In this regard, we read 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 pastor cannot be one thing at home and something else in church.

Family is a remarkably accurate barometer of a man’s character and ability to lead. That’s why Paul adds a sobering parenthetical aside in verse 5. But we’re wise to allow plenty of leeway in this realm. A husband—at least a good one—does not control his wife. And I don’t know any good parent whose children are well-behaved one hundred percent of the time.

Yes, one’s home life—private conduct, if you will—can be an indicator of one’s leadership capacity…as long as one is not held responsible for others’ choices that are beyond one’s control.

The Leader in His Public Conduct

Finally we see the leader in his public conduct. Paul mentions “hospitable” in verse 2. This translates the Greek word philoxenia, literally a “love for strangers,” and is urged in the New Testament for all Christians in such passages as Romans 12:13; Hebrews 13:2; 1 Peter 4:9; and 3 John 5; but especially for Christian leaders both here and in Titus 1:8.
 A hospitable person welcomes those who are different and easily overcomes the natural tension that exists between them because of their differences.

Next in line is “able to teach,” the skill of communicating knowledge (which we covered in our last message. 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.

Paul gives it 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.

The emphasis may not be on the ease with which one speaks in front of people, but on the ability to know and understand truth and its implications along with cogently reasoning through arguments and presenting a clear understanding and application of those truths so others understand them.

Verse 7 concludes, “He must also have a good reputation with outsiders...” Conventional wisdom among believers states that the believer can expect only strife from the world, but Paul rejects that notion. While the world system does oppose God’s way, and we will feel less at home in the world as the Holy Spirit transforms us, there’s very little reason we can’t maintain a good rapport with nonbelievers. People outside the church appreciate honesty, fair play, integrity, kindness, hospitality, sensibility, and all the best qualities we hope to find in an overseer. Cultivating a good reputation with those outside the church, generally speaking, says a lot about a person. We are, after all, hoping to influence our communities for the sake of the gospel; therefore, our good reputation should begin with our church leaders.

So, what do we look for in a spiritual leader in a local church? We considered the titles given to church leaders, learning that church leaders are not necessarily business CEOs, bur rather those who shepherd the flock with wisdom, care, and knowledge. The tasks of church leaders are primarily “the ministry of the Word and prayer,” overseeing the spiritual welfare of the church, as well as protecting the sheep and presiding over the structure. Tonight we considered the traits of church leaders—personal character, private conduct, and public conduct.

What is most important? I agree with John Kitchen who writes, “When it comes to spiritual leaders, go with character over giftedness every time.”
 This is because church leadership can attract people with mixed and sometimes outright sinful motives. The seeming prestige of spiritual leadership attracts some. The lure of power draws others. The spiritual directing of others’ lives can be heady stuff. Some, I think, like the idea of having access to the supposed mysterious inner workings of the church. All these motives are empty pursuits, but that does not reduce the lure for some.

So leaders must be of the highest caliber. But the emphasis is often missed. “Above reproach” does not mean perfection. If Paul meant “without defect” or “in no need of growth,” no one would qualify.
 These two passages of Scripture have traditionally been referred to as the “qualifications” of elders. I prefer the term “qualities” rather than “qualifications.” “Qualifications” are often reduced to a sort of “checklist,” which is rather mechanically applied. Also, this checklist perspective tacitly implies that every elder must fully meet every requirement on the list in order to make the cut. This perspective also tends to ignore other important qualities not mentioned on these lists. Paul would likely be shocked to see his material used as a checklist used to eliminate potential church leaders.
 All the biblical requirements for church office describe the thrust of a person’s life, not the fact that one perfectly and continually embodies such high characteristics.

Quality spiritual leadership is essential for the local church. Good leaders can enable a church to grow; bad leaders can destroy a church from the inside. But constructing an unrealistic (and, let’s face it, unbiblical) standard that disqualifies nearly everyone from consideration produces another crisis of leadership for the local church.
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