
Church Officers:  The Big Picture
1 Timothy 3:1-15

I am taking a break for one week from our series of sermons 
on the one-another commands in the Bible in order to preach on a 
very timely subject in the life of the church, namely the 
nomination, training and election of church officers.  It’s a little 
tricky for us at the present time, given that we continue to exist as 
a one church meeting and worshiping in two places—both here in 
Mount Airy and in Winston-Salem.  Our mission work, Harvest, 
has their own pastor and operates a separate budget, but we are 
still officially one church.  And though our Session meets 
separately in those two locations, we remain officially one 
session.  We are still figuring out all the logistical details of what 
an election will look like with the two congregations, but my focus 
this morning isn’t about all those practical details.  More 
foundationally, more fundamentally, I want to look at the big 
picture of what the Bible teaches us about church officers, under 
the headings I have chosen for the nature of church officers, the 
character of church officers and the installation of church officers.  
I could preach a whole series of sermons on each of those 
headings, and while that could be profitable, I decided at this 
point to cover the broader subject as an overview with just this 
single sermon.  So there will be plenty of room left for additional 
development of my thoughts and plenty of room for additional 
topics worthy of further study, but for today, the big picture.  
Beginning with,

I. THE NATURE OF CHURCH OFFICERS.
I could ask the question, what are the offices in the church 

which God’s word has established?  What are the biblical offices 
which God has defined for us?  Different churches, different 
denominations, use different words, but a large number of 
churches recognize two ongoing offices in the new testament 

church.  Two offices that continue, which is to say, there were 
additional offices in the age of the apostles—namely the office of 
apostle and the office of prophet.  With the death of the last 
apostle and with the completion of the written Bible, we believe 
those special offices ended.  I won’t take the time to develop that 
thought this morning, and rather emphasize the two ongoing 
offices—one dealing with leadership and oversight, the other 
dealing with service and ministry.  We label those two offices 
elder and deacon.  I believe there is good reason to do so as we 
will see in a few minutes.  The point is that there are two offices 
particularly identified in the New Testament, an office of 
leadership and an officer of service.  I should say quite explicitly, 
these offices of leadership include the exercise of authority and 
are defined in Scripture to be restricted to men.  As a 
denomination and as a local church, that is our firm biblical 
commitment with regard to both elders and deacons.  So let’s 
begin with first.  Those who we call elders.

A. Elders are responsible for the spiritual care and 
leadership among God’s people.

In the broadest sense, we read in,
Heb. 13:17  “Obey those who rule over you, and be 

submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must 
give account.”

They watch out for your souls.  They care for your souls.  They 
are responsible before God to do so!  That verse in Hebrews 13 
doesn’t give a title for the office, but when Paul writes to the 
leaders at Ephesus in Acts 20, he does.  He identifies them as 
elders.

Acts 20:17  “From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called for 
the elders of the church.”

Look, then, at,
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v.28  “Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, 
among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to 
shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own 
blood.”

There he calls them overseers, a word often translated 
bishops, a word that refers to the exercise of authority, referring to 
one who rules, or oversees.  The thing to notice there in Acts 20 
is the the ruler is also called the shepherd, or pastor.  And these 
men have already been identified as the elders.  That is a hugely 
significant element of what we simply call today “presbyterian 
church government.”  Namely, that the elder is the bishop.  The 
pastor is the bishop.  The elders share together in the role of 
shepherding, or pastoring.  It’s all one and the same office—the 
elder, the pastor and the bishop.  In other words, in the OPC, 
there is no bishop over us that exercises authority over us.  We’re 
not like the Methodist church, where the district superintendent 
assigns all the pastors to a particular church, by the simple 
declaration of his own authority.  He is the one who rules, even 
over the local pastor and elders.  In Episcopal and Roman 
Catholic churches, that superintendent is given the title of bishop, 
and in the Roman church, there is an additional hierarchy of 
church office all the way up to the head bishop, whom they call 
the Pope. 

We have none of that hierarchy, seeking to preserve the 
biblical simplicity of church office.  We have only two offices—one 
of rule, oversight and spiritual care, and the other of ministry and 
service.  Elders and deacons.  We find several Bible verses that 
address those offices with the English words bishops and 
deacons.  Such as,

Phil. 1:1  “Paul and Timothy, bondservants of Jesus Christ,
To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the 

bishops and deacons.”

And in the passage I read as our text this morning, Paul 
identifies those same offices, bishop in 1 Timothy 3 verse 1 and 
deacons in verse 8.  Let me put all of that together with reference 
to this office of bishop.  He is an overseer, a ruler, directing the 
affairs of the church, according to,

1 Tim. 5:17 “Let the elders who rule well be counted worthy of 
double honor, especially those who labor in the word and 
doctrine.”

Note in that verse that elders is always plural in the Bible.  
There is always more than one elder, for one man, alone, is not 
given the authority to rule or govern in the church.  There are 
obvious good reasons for that, given the sinfulness of fallen man 
and the propensity of sinners to abuse authority, but suffice it to 
say, there is no biblical reference to an elder, a single elder, 
exercising authority and oversight in Christ’s church.  The elders 
rule together, and for your awareness, it is those elders, meeting 
together, whom we always refer to as the session.  They rule 
together, in session, much like we speak of legislative bodies in 
our civil government being in session.  So the session is simply 
the body of elders exercising the responsibilities of their office 
together.

Note something else in that verse from 1 Timothy 5.  There is 
a distinction of function among the elders, as Paul identifies it, 
some those elders who rule are additionally identified as “those 
who labor in the word and doctrine.”  Teaching elders, as they are 
often called.  Ministers of the word, those who are devoted to that 
work, with the implication that they do so on a full-time basis and 
are, therefore, worthy of being given financial support.  “The 
laborer is worthy of his wagers.” 

But let me step back a moment to reemphasize the broad 
picture.  Elders watch over your souls, they are responsible to 
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care for your souls, as shepherds.  And together with that duty, 
they exercise authority to lead and govern the church itself.  
Included in that work is the responsibility and oversight of the 
teaching of God’s word. 

Then the office of deacon.

B. Deacons are responsible for the ministry of mercy and 
service among God’s people.

Elders and deacons.  Bishops and deacons.  Overseers and 
deacons.  That is the biblical picture of the nature of church 
officers.  And deacons find their original identification way back in 
Acts 6, before the title Deacon was actually used.

Acts 6:1  “Now in those days, when the number of the 
disciples was multiplying, there arose a complaint against the 
Hebrews by the Hellenists, because their widows were neglected 
in the daily distribution. 2 Then the twelve summoned the 
multitude of the disciples and said, “It is not desirable that we 
should leave the word of God and serve tables. 3 Therefore, 
brethren, seek out from among you seven men of good 
reputation, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom, whom we may 
appoint over this business; 4 but we will give ourselves 
continually to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”

The care and feeding of widows was an essential function of 
the church, caring for those most in need.  Remember James’ 
description of true religion,

James 1:27  “Pure and undefiled religion before God and the 
Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their trouble, and to 
keep oneself unspotted from the world.”

That’s not a system of works salvation, but rather a description 
of how true Christian faith works itself out in the daily affairs of 
everyday life.  The ministry of mercy is crucial, vitally important to 

the very nature and identity of the church itself.  And it takes 
effort, with commitment.  As I read in Act 6, the apostles were 
necessarily devoted to “prayer and the ministry of the word.”  The 
continual, ongoing regularity of that labor meant that someone 
else had to be appointed to be responsible to see that no one was 
overlooked with regard to the service and ministry of mercy.  So it 
should be in every church!  There should be elders and deacons 
set apart for the work represented by these two offices.

We move on, then, to,

II THE CHARACTER OF CHURCH OFFICERS.
What time of men should they be?  Asking that question, of 

course, introduces the whole subject of qualifications, biblical 
qualifications.  And I don’t intend to be exhaustive here at all, but 
again a focus on the big picture, the overview.  To state it as 
plainly as possible,

A. Church officers are to be men of godly character.
What matters most is character!  Just look at that list in 1 

Timothy 3.  It begins with the description of being blameless, 
above reproach.  He lives in such a way that he can legitimately 
be associated with anything evil or immoral.  His reputation both 
in the church and even outside the church is important, how he is 
seen and understood by others who know him.  No skeletons in 
the closet.  No turning a blind eye to his obvious faults because of 
some sort of outgoing personality or even the display of gifts.  
What matters, first and foremost, is the character of his heart, his 
character displayed in the way that he lives his life.

Worldly success is not the measure of a man qualified to be 
an officer in the church.  Financial prosperity is not the standard, 
nor educational achievement.  Character.  Integrity.  Displayed 
consistently in the daily affairs of everyday life.  That cannot mean 
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sinless perfection, for then every man would be disqualified.  But 
it must mean not only some observable measure of sanctification 
and holiness but also the genuine humility and graciousness to 
continue that path toward greater devotion and faithfulness to the 
God of his salvation.  That would, necessarily, include the grace 
of honest and sincere repentance where there is sin, and the 
diligence to put sin to death and live unto righteousness more and 
more.

To be a bit more specific, let me summarize several of this 
qualifications in 1 Timothy 3 this way:

B. Church officers are to be self-controlled in mind and 
life.

As I said, I’m not trying to be comprehensive today, but self-
control does seem to stand out in this list.  Self-controlled  with 
regard to the propriety of human sexuality and the marital 
relationship.  “He must be the husband of one wife.”  A one-
woman man, more plainly and literally, a man evidently and 
obviously devoted singularly to one woman.  For a man not 
married, that characteristic self-control would be demonstrated 
obviously in his personal chastity.  For a man who is married, that 
qualification goes well beyond the mere absence of an adulterous 
affair.  And, I believe, it goes beyond the mere external absence 
of any previous divorce, especially for men divorced prior to their 
conversion and for men divorced through the unfaithfulness of 
their wives.  There is much more to this qualification than the 
mere question of divorce.  There must be a reputation of self-
control, outwardly and in the evident fruit of a faithful heart.

Self-control goes beyond human sexuality, however.  We see 
the word temperate, itself meaning self-controlled, under control.  
Of good behavior, impossible without self-control.  Notice 
especially the importance of self-control with relation to alcohol, 

as well as physical violence, even verbal self-control—not 
quarrelsome.  My point today is to emphasize that pattern, 
emphasizing self-control in all areas of life as the necessary 
demonstration of the maturity necessary for a church officer, both 
elders and deacons.  We cannot overlook a man’s obvious and 
evident faults in the election to church office.  And where there 
have been past failures, there needs to be the passing of 
sufficient time as to render a man “above reproach,” above any 
credible accusation of failure, especially in matters of self-control.

And that extends to the mind, as Paul stresses the need for a 
man to be sober-minded.  Not just sober with reference to any 
use of alcohol, but sober in the way he thinks.  Sober in the way 
he works through in his mind whatever issues and trials and 
conflicts he might confront.  He must think well, with maturity and 
wisdom.  And self-control, which is, as you will remember, a fruit 
of the holy spirit.  

Again, the standard is not sinlessness.  But there must be a 
sufficient maturity in all these things evident in one who is 
considering an ordained office of leadership and service within 
the church.

Along with that,

C. Church officers are to be men of demonstrated 
leadership.

Demonstrated leadership in their homes, as Paul identifies 
specifically.  “If a man does not know how to rule his own house, 
how will he take care of the church of God?”  And leadership in 
the church.  For an elder, that would include the ability to teach.  
And for a deacon, that would necessarily include the evidence of 
service and the willingness to show mercy.  As we read in verse 
10, “Let these also first be tested; then let them serve as 
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deacons.”  So you identify potential deacons by identifying men 
who are already doing the work of a deacon.  You identify a 
potential elder by identifying men already demonstrating the 
leadership and spiritual interest in others required of an elder. 

So you should never try to talk a man into being willing to be 
an officer; rather you should encourage men to seek office 
because they are already doing the sort of things than an officer 
should be doing!  You should encourage the men who are 
demonstrating leadership already to accept the responsibility and 
calling of God that is required to be an elder or a deacon in the 
church.  

With reference to the letter I sent out a week or so ago, we are 
beginning that process here.  The session is requesting 
nominations for both elder and deacon, and that process begins 
in the congregation.  It begins with your awareness of men who 
are already demonstrating their good character and their 
leadership.  And that brings me to my third point this morning.

III. THE INSTALLATION OF CHURCH OFFICERS.
How does that come about?  What is the process?  And why 

do we have the particular process that we do?  The answer to 
those questions has to begin with the realization that,

A. The determination of the congregation is central.
The session is not a self-perpetuating board, appointing its 

own successors.  Nor is there a hierarchy of authority over us a 
church that has the authority to make these decisions for us.  The 
installation of church officers is a process that begins with the 
congregation.  And that is what a nomination is—your recognition 
of a man who is well-suited for the task and for the responsibility.  
Your recognition as a congregation of who you believe is qualified 
to exercise the duties and responsibilities of these offices.

To re-emphasize that the pastor or minister is, by office, one of 
the elders, I expect that you remember that process of calling a 
pastor.  The session doesn’t appoint a man of their own choosing.  
Neither a district superintendent nor a bishop exercise any 
authoritarian power to name a man of their own choosing.  You 
pick your own pastor, your own ministry.  And I serve here, then, 
at your call, your invitation and your determination.  So it is to be 
with elders and deacons.

That is why the session has asked for nominations, and for 
practical purposes, we’ve asked that been done within a month, 
through the end of October.  We need to know who you believe to 
be qualified and suited to lead the church in these offices.  And if 
you really want to understand the system of church government 
we usually label as presbyterian, this principle stands out, that the 
body is ruled by those whom they have elected to be their 
representatives.  That form of government, when it is applied to 
the civil government, is a called a republic, and it is the form of 
government established by the founding of the United States.  We 
are a republic, which means we are ruled and governed by 
elected representatives, those whom we elect.  We are not a 
monarchy, ruled by a king or a queen.  Nor are we a democracy, 
ruled by the common vote of every citizen.  Rather, we elect our 
representatives, as we will do in just a few short weeks how.  And 
those representatives exercise the authority and leadership 
necessary for the government to function.  So just as we could 
say the church is ruled by a republic form of government, we 
could say that our country is ruled by a presbyterian form of 
government.  That title of presbyterian simply comes from the 
Greek word for elder, and whatever title you assign it, I have 
sought to give a broad exposition and explanation of it this 
morning.  And just as election day is crucial for the effective 
working of our own government, so too the determination of the 
congregation is central to the functioning of church government.
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Let me stress, then, that the congregation has the final 
decision, the final vote.  Just as it was for me as a teaching elder 
or minister, it is the vote of the congregation that determines 
whether a man will become an elder or a deacon.  The Greek 
words that describe that process actually refer to an election by a 
show of hands, a common, ordinary vote of the people.  The 
translation “appoint” blurs that meaning quite a bit, but that is the 
literal sense of the word.  So we read,

Titus 1:5  “For this reason I left you in Crete, that you should 
set in order the things that are lacking, and appoint elders in 
every city as I commanded you.”

Acts 14:23  “So when they had appointed elders in every 
church, and prayed with fasting, they commended them to the 
Lord in whom they had believed.”

Appoint elders…elect by the show of hands.  That’s the final 
decision, the final determination of who will become an officer in 
the church—the show of hands, or the counting of ballots, to 
demonstrated both the will of the people and their willingness to 
honor those whom God would set over them in office.

Let me explain one intermediary step that we follow, namely 
that of training.  We believe there is significant training that is 
good and appropriate for officers, and the session will provide that 
training according to the needs of those nominated.  That training 
is a time of testing as it is a time of maturity, and growth.  A time 
to learn, to study, and to submit to the specific oversight of the 
other elders.  For a minister, that training typically takes place in a 
combination of seminary studies and practical oversight and care 
by the presbytery before ordination, but training is a good and 
necessary part of the whole process.

The one further thing that is built into our system as a 

denomination is what we call “certification.”  It means this, that 
after nomination, after training, but before an election is held, the 
elders in session will examine a potential officer with regard to the 
qualifications for office as I have outlined this morning.  Perhaps a 
man is not qualified—the elders would rightly make that 
determination and would not call for an election.  But if the 
session believes a man is qualified, they will certify that to the 
congregation and then schedule an election by which the 
congregation makes the final decision, one way or the other.

There is one more step, what we call ordination.  More 
descriptively, the laying on of hands.

B. The ordination by the elders is central.
The session is not self-perpetuating, in terms of who is 

elected.  But the session is responsible to set a man aside to the 
office by the laying on of their hands, ordination.  And that is a 
biblical pattern and practice.

2 Tim. 1:6  “Therefore I remind you to stir up the gift of God 
which is in you through the laying on of my hands.”

1 Tim. 4:14  “Do not neglect the gift that is in you, which was 
given to you by prophecy with the laying on of the hands of the 
eldership.”

And we even read in,
1 Tim. 5:22  “Do not lay hands on anyone hastily, nor share in 

other people’s sins; keep yourself pure.”

Ordination is an act of men, of elders, which God has 
prescribed, for the officers of the church to be set aside by means 
of laying on of hands and prayer, prayer for God’s blessing upon 
the church through the means which he has established of 
qualified men serving as elders and deacons.  May that blessing 
continue to be ours as a congregation.
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