
“The Qualifications of Elders, Part 1” 
(1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9) 

 
 
 

The elder is to be a man whose life is worth imitating.  He must be a man who is 
living a godly life, who knows what it is to follow the Shepherd.  In other words, his life 
must be conformed enough into the image of Christ, that Christ can be seen in him 
clearly enough to be imitated.  The elder must also know the Word of God thoroughly, 
and he must be able to communicate it effectively.  He must love God and His people 
enough not to be afraid to teach everything it says, for everything God has given us in His 
Word is good and profitable for us to know.  He must be a humble man, who isn’t so 
much concerned for his own welfare, as he is for the flock, and he must be willing to do 
what is right and necessary to lead them in the ways of Christ even if he should suffer 
persecution or die for it.  Furthermore, he must be a man who is given to prayer, so that 
he will have the strength that is necessary to do what the Lord calls him to do and so that 
the flock will have that strength as well.  He must have the time and energy to devote to 
this work and be willing to give of himself to minister to God’s flock.  And he must be 
willing to do this work, not according to his own preferences, nor to those of the flock to 
whom he ministers, but rather according to Christ’s preferences – according to His will – 
which He reveals to us in His Word.  He must not lord it over the flock, doing what he 
wants, doing his own will, but he must be a servant of Christ, even as all of us are called 
to be His servants.  In short, the elder must be a man who is able, willing, gifted and 
called to watch over and guard the souls of Christ’s sheep, so that he may present them 
before the Great Shepherd on the day of His Judgment, blameless in Christ.   

The question we need to be asking ourselves is, Has the Lord given to this 
congregation men like this?  Are there any among us who measure up to this standard?  If 
so, these are the men we must ordain as elders, and none other.   

Now to help us find out what He has given us, I want us to spend some time 
examining the qualifications the Lord has set for this office in these two passages in 1 
Timothy and Titus.  This morning, I want us to begin considering the moral 
qualifications.  In the following weeks, Lord willing, we will look at what the Lord 
requires in the way of management, teaching, reputation and personal maturity.   

But first, let’s begin by considering the fact that a man must “desire” this office.  
Paul writes, “If any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a fine work he desires to 
do” (v. 1).  The man who would be an elder must first of all aspire to the office.  The 
word means “to reach out for something,” “to stretch oneself toward something,” “to 
strive after or long for something” (Friberg).  In this case, it means to strive after or long 
for the office of overseer or elder.  Of course, we’ve already seen that this desire, this 
aspiration, must be for the right reasons.  Peter warned us that it can’t be for sordid gain.  
A man can’t be in it for any personal gain.  Neither can he be in it for position (1 Peter 
5:2-3).  Paul will warn Timothy that this office is not for the novice – it’s not for the new 
or immature Christian.  A person like this can easily become conceited and fall into the 
same condemnation the devil fell into.  His desire must come from a sense of God’s call.  
He must see the gifts in himself.  He must believe that God has made him and shaped his 
life for this purpose.  And this conviction must be confirmed by the fact that a group of 
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God’s people want him to minister to them.  These are the things that must compel him, 
that must move his heart to desire the office.  But in order to truly desire the office, he 
must also desire the work that’s involved in it.  Paul writes, “If any man aspires to the 
office of overseer, it is a fine work he desires to do.”  Yes, there is work involved in this 
office, and this work, like any other, requires time and energy.  We’ve already seen 
something of what that work is in previous sermons.  But the point is that the man who 
would aspire to this office must desire not just the title – and as we’ve seen, not just to 
have his hand on directing the church – he must also desire to do the work; he must desire 
to minister to the flock.  Peter wrote to his fellow elders, “Shepherd the flock of God 
among you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily” (1 Peter 5:2).  If 
a man doesn’t desire to do the work, he really doesn’t want this office for the right 
reasons, and therefore he shouldn’t be ordained to this office.   

But now assuming that a man desires to do this work for the right reasons, what 
are the moral qualifications?  The first qualification, found in both lists and twice in the 
list Paul gives to Titus, is that the elder must be “above reproach.”  Obviously, it’s 
repeated in Titus because of its importance.  But it’s also repeated because it’s really a 
summary of what the Lord wants His elders to be morally.  A man must be “above 
reproach.”  The word means “blameless,” “above criticism,” or “without fault.”  It means 
literally “not to be laid hold of.”  Wherever you look in his life, you shouldn’t be able to 
find any substantial problems.  Now certainly there will always be those who think they 
can find legitimate reasons to accuse or criticize him.  But when these accusations are 
fairly and impartially investigated, according to the Scriptures, they must prove to be 
empty charges.  Now does this mean that a man must be perfect, that he must have lived a 
perfect life from the beginning up to this point?  No.  But again, he must have reached a 
certain level of maturity, a certain level of Christ-likeness that qualifies him, as we’ve 
seen, to be the example the Lord wants for His people.  For the most part, this is spelled 
out in the qualifications that follow.   

The first is that the elder must be “the husband of one wife” (v. 2).  Literally, he 
must be a “one woman man.”  In Greek, the emphasis is laid upon “one.”  This means he 
must be a one-woman kind of man.  In other words, he must not be bound by lust.  He 
must be devoted to his wife.  He must not be looking to make a change in wives or to 
have other relationships on the side.  You can imagine the difficulties and scandals that 
could occur in the church and could ruin the church’s reputation if an elder doesn’t have 
this qualification.   

Now I don’t believe that this necessarily disqualifies a man who has been married 
before, divorced, or remarried.  If that is what Paul had meant, he could very easily have 
said this.  But he didn’t.  The reason he didn’t is because there are biblical grounds for a 
divorce and remarriage in the Bible.  If a man very righteously puts away his wife for 
desertion or infidelity, and he remarries with God’s blessing, how could this disqualify 
him?  Even if a man, at sometime in his life, divorced his wife for unrighteous reasons 
and then married again, this doesn’t necessarily disqualify him.  If he repents, confesses 
his sins to his former wife and to the Lord, seeks for God’s forgiveness in Christ, and 
then establishes a pattern of faithfulness in his current marriage and in his life in general, 
how could this disqualify him from this office?  The Lord doesn’t cast us off for any sin, 
except for blasphemy against the Holy Spirit.  That is the only unpardonable sin, and 
those who commit it don’t care if they’re ever forgiven.  But adultery isn’t that sin.  
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There also isn’t any indication anywhere in the Bible that any particular sin disqualifies a 
person from doing anything in the kingdom of God.  There are churches that have such a 
phobia against this particular sin that they won’t let the person who’s ever been involved 
in even a legitimate divorce play the piano or teach Sunday School.  But the Bible 
teaches that the person who commits adultery may be forgiven, like David was, and he 
may be restored and used by God.  Paul did not say that a man who has been married 
more than once may not seek this office.  He said he must be a one woman man.  If he 
meant that a man could never have had more than one wife, then even widowers who 
remarry would be disqualified, even though God says they may with His blessing (1 Cor. 
7:39).  If Paul meant that a man could never be divorced, then even those who have 
obtained a divorce on biblical grounds and who never remarried would be disqualified, 
even though they have only been married once.  If divorce is in the picture at all here, 
then even the man who marries a woman who has been divorced is disqualified, even 
though he has literally been a one woman man.  I don’t believe there is any way to 
consistently hold the position that Paul was excluding men who had been married and 
divorced.  He was speaking about the condition of their heart at the present time.  Does 
the man love his wife?  Is he happily married?  Is he devoted to his marriage?  Certainly, 
polygamy would not have been allowed, and some say that this is what Paul really had in 
mind.  But I think primarily he was referring to a man’s current moral condition.   

Now I spent more time on this qualification because it tends to be the more 
controversial in the group.  But let’s move on now to the second.  The second 
qualification is that the man must be temperate, which means that he must live soberly.  
The word literally means “one who holds himself in” or “one who always has a halter on 
himself” (Louw-Nida).  This doesn’t refer just to his consumption of wine, which is what 
we normally think of when we think of “sober,” because Paul addresses this issue later by 
saying that he must not be “addicted to wine” (v. 3).  It actually refers to every area of his 
life.  He must not be a man who is given to excesses.  He must exercise moderation in all 
things.  The only area where he is free to be excessive is in his love and devotion to God, 
because we’d all admit a man can’t love God too much.  He must, in other words, not 
find his primary pleasure in the things of this world, but rather in that world which is to 
come.  He must be heavenly-minded.   

The third qualification is similar to the second, but is different as well.  Paul says 
that the elder must be prudent.  The word can mean “self-controlled” (Friberg), but it can 
also mean “sensible” (Louw-Nida), which means “possessing or containing sense or 
reason; gifted with, or characterized by, good or common sense; intelligent; wise” 
(Webster’s 1913 Unabridged).  This has to do with his being able to make sound 
judgments.  He must have a sound mind.  He must not be swayed or controlled by sudden 
impulses nor should his mind be easily swayed, especially by things which aren’t true.  
The reason the Lord gives us elders is to help us to grow up, to become spiritual adults, as 
Paul wrote to the Ephesians, so that we won’t be “tossed here and there by waves, and 
carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful 
scheming” (Eph. 4:14).  If this is the character of the man being considered, he needs first 
to grow up in Christ, before he will be able to lead others to maturity.   

Now let me remind you as we go through these qualifications and as we close this 
morning why it is the elder must have them – it’s because he is to be an example to you 
of these very things so that you will have an example to follow.  This is what the Lord 
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wants you to be, not because this is what the elder’s like, but because this is what Christ 
is like.  The elder is merely to follow Christ, and you are to follow him because he is 
following the Lord.  This means that the Lord would have each of us to be blameless, 
each of us to be devoted to his or her spouse, each of us to live soberly, and each of us to 
be sensible.  Wasn’t Christ like this?  Except for the matrimonial part, you bet He was.  
He was absolutely blameless, absolutely faithful to His Father, absolutely sober in His 
life and absolutely wise and prudent.  He was all of these things, to fulfill the Law of His 
Father.  He was all of these things to provide you and me with the power to become like 
this.  He was all of these things to become an example to us of godly living, living that 
would honor and glorify His Father.  By God’s grace, we have been predestined to 
become conformed into the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29).  Through the work of Christ, 
this is actually coming about, at least in some degree, in our lives now, but will perfectly 
accomplished in the life to come.  Christ provides the grace – He provides the power – to 
live this life, and He provides the model, both in Himself and in His elders.  May the 
Lord give your elders the grace to live like this.  May He grant you his grace to live like 
this as well.  And if He has given us any men who are already like this who haven’t been 
ordained as elders, may He help us to recognize them.  Next week, we’ll continue to look 
at the qualifications of the elder.  Amen.   


