
Setting Things in Order
Titus 1:5-9

Let me give you some sense of just how important what we 
are doing today really is, a sense of how significant an event it is 
when a man is ordained to the office of Ruling Elder, its 
significance demonstrated by how infrequently we actually have 
occasion to do it.  This service is one that I have conducted only 4 
times in the 36 years of my ministry of the gospel.  I have led and 
participated in far more ordination services for ministers than that
—it must be 20 or more by now.  I’ve certainly conducted many 
more funerals over those years than that small number of 4.  I 
officiated at more weddings as well.  Then there are baptisms, 
and church memberships and professions of faith—those are all 
special events which are out of the ordinary experience of normal 
church life, but they are still much more common than this event 
today.  Yet nothing is more important for the life of a church than 
what we are doing this morning.  In many ways this is more 
important than the calling of a pastor, for pastors tend to come 
and go.  But elders are raised up from within the church, elected 
by the show of hands of God’s people and ordained by the laying 
on of the hands of the other elders.  That’s the biblical pattern.

Our text this morning makes a noteworthy point that as Paul 
wrote to Titus, late in his ministry as an apostle, likely during his 
last, perhaps a fourth missionary journey, very near the end of 
life, the church was still being established in various cities around 
the world.  The date is likely around 62-64 AD, not long before his 
journey to Rome where he would be imprisoned and then, 
according to history, put to death. The church at that time was still 
being formed, things in the church were still being put in order.  
And in one particular place, on an island in the Mediterranean 
Sea called Crete, Paul entrusted his faithful disciple, Titus, to 
remain in order to “set in order the things that lacking.”  

Something was still out of order in those churches on the 
island of Crete, something was still not yet in completed form, not 
yet functioning as it need to do.  Something was still lacking, 
missing.  And that “something” was the appointment of elders in 
every city, in every congregation.  That’s why Titus remained at 
Crete, to see to it that elders would be elected and installed.  And 
that’s what we come to do today.  Thankfully, we already have 
elders here, ruling elders as we call them as distinct in their 
function from my role as a teaching elder or minister.  But we only 
have two.  In a few moments we will have three.  So while I 
wouldn’t say that we have been disorderly thus far, I am willing to 
say that things will be even more in order upon the service of 
ordination which will come after this sermon.

I chose to preach this morning from this text in Titus because 
when we proceed to the ordination service shortly, I want you to 
realize why we are doing what we do.  It’s not human tradition nor 
something we do just because we belong to the OPC.  Rather, 
this is the biblical pattern that we are seeking to follow, earnestly 
and sincerely.  So let me begin with an emphasis upon,

I. THE NEED FOR GOOD ORDER.
Too often, I fear, the idea of good order is thought of 

negatively.  It gives the idea of mere process, empty formality.  
And those things I, too, despise.  I grew up in a church of empty 
formality and after I became a Christian in my early teens, that 
emptiness was too much to handle and I joined another church 
apart from my family.  I’ve seen mere process—process that 
oppresses and abuses real people in the absence of genuine 
lover.  And in that context, there are a lot of movements today 
within the church seeking what is often labeled authenticity.  That 
is a good pursuit, but too often that pursuit of authenticity ends up 
disregarding need for order of any kind, diminishing the 
importance of any organizational structure, so there is no 
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leadership, no membership, no organization.  So while that 
disdain for structure and order is not the biblical pattern that we 
see here in Titus, I would agree with the need to get rid of 
pretense, playing church as a friend once remarked to me.  We 
don’t exist just to perpetuate our own traditions, however empty 
they might be, devoid of true and authentic exercises of faith and 
devotion.  Yet authenticity doesn’t mean an absence of good 
order, nor does good order necessarily mean a blind commitment 
to mere process.  Instead, Paul uses these familiar words when 
he wrote to that very disabled and dysfunctional church at 
Corinth,

1 Cor. 14:40  “Let all things be done decently and in order.”

Something was lacking in Crete, according to verse 5 in our 
text.  Something was out of order.  There was unfinished 
business, an insufficiency.  The Greek word can even imply being 
destitute!  So the churches in Crete were destitute—because 
there were not yet elders in every city.   And since there is a need 
for good order in the church, Paul entrusted Titus with the task of 
“setting in order the things that are lacking.”

The Greek word in verse 5 for “setting in order” is a 
combination of three separate words, the last being the word for 
“straight.”  The English is “ortho.”  So if you go to an orthodontist, 
you are going to straighten out your teeth.  If you go to an 
orthopedic surgeon, you are going to straighten out your bones 
and skeleton.  And if you belong to an Orthodox Presbyterian 
church, you belong to a church which is committed to the pursuit 
and proclamation of straight teaching, straight as measured by 
the Bible.  That’s what orthodox means.  And that orthodoxy, that 
necessary setting in order the things that are lacking begins with,

A. A foundation of apostolic authority.
Paul doesn’t often play the authority card, as I would call.  

Typically, he doesn’t got around barking orders and issuing 
commands.  He leads by example, he is, in his own words from 1 
Thessalonians 2, “gentle among you, just as a nursing mother 
cherishes her own children.”  But at times, when necessary and 
appropriate, he gives direction with the authority he rightly 
possesses as an apostle.  This is one example.

v.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.”  This is a command, not simply a good 
suggestion.  This is a necessary part of church life, not an 
optional alternative to consider.  Titus was to “appoint elders in 
every city as I commanded you.”  As an apostle, this command 
was part of the foundation upon which the church was to be built.  
And Paul understood that unique and foundational status of the 
apostles, describing to Timothy the purpose of his letter,

1 Tim. 3:15  “…so that you may know how you ought to 
conduct yourself in the house of God, which is the church of the 
living God, the pillar and ground of the truth.”

This is how you are to conduct yourself— “appoint elders in 
every city as I commanded you.”  Notice in that command how 
Paul provides for the ongoing care and leadership of the church.  
The foundation of a building is built just once, but the building 
itself has to grow as it is constructed.  In other words, the apostles 
would all die!  The apostolic ministry was limited to that first 
generation of men who had seen Jesus in the flesh, the twelve as 
they, collectively, are called.  So in the absence of apostles, the 
need for good order in the church requires,

B. The ongoing exercise of local authority.
Thus the key words in verse 5, “in every city.”  Every city, 

which is to say, every church is to have their own elders.  That’s 
the point.  The exercise of leadership authority must take place in 
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every place, every church.  And we have a very practical example 
of that in our oversight of our mission work in Winston-Salem.  
Harvest is still a mission work, not yet a new and separate 
congregation, because they don’t yet have their own elders 
ordained and installed.  Today is their first meeting in a new 
location, renting and sharing the facilities of an older, established 
United Methodist Church.  So they finally have a church building 
in which to meet.  And as of a few months ago, all the support that 
had been promised by our presbytery and General Assembly for 
four years has been completed, and ended.  Financially, they are 
on their own.  They have an organizing pastor, though officially he 
remains under the call of our church here to labor as an 
organizing pastor there.  Because something is still lacking at 
Harvest—the ordination of elders.  And our Session is actively at 
work in that process of bringing an end to that deficiency.  

So every church in every place is to be ruled and governed, 
shepherded and cared for by men appointed to be elders.  Now 
let’s look at what that means, looking at.

II. THE DEFINITION OF GOOD ORDER.
Specifically, 

A. The proper definition of elders.
Let’s start with the word itself, presbuteros, literally one who is 

older.  The idea of the word combines both experience and rank, 
maturity and wisdom.  The reference to age becomes 
representative of respect and honor, which is the natural product 
of age.  And the word becomes a very specific and technical word 
employed in the New Testament for the office of rule and pastoral 
care in the church.

Notice, very importantly, that the word is plural.  Whenever the 
Bible identifies the leadership of elders in the church, the word is 

plural.  Every time.  Without exception.  There is never a 
reference to the rule of the church given to one man, individually.  
As simple as that is, that is one of the most prominent principles 
that we articulate to define presbyterian church government.  The 
rule of elders is always as a body, always as a group.

Notice then, in our text, verse 7.  The NKJV makes mention of 
an bishop.  Sometimes the Greek word is translated “overseer,” 
and it is the word from which the Episcopal Church takes her 
name.  This word refers more specifically to rule and oversight, to 
the exercise of government and authority.  And here is another 
very key principle of what church government is all about, 
according to the Bible—the elder is the bishop.  The elder who 
cares for the souls of God’s people is the bishop who exercises 
authority.  There is no hierarchy.  And no separation.  One and the 
same office.  So the OPC has no bishops, as a formal title and 
office.  We only have elders.  Elders rule, elders direct the affairs 
of the church, elders are the official leaders.

There is an important cross-reference in,
Acts 20:17  “From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called for 

the elders of the church.”

That’s clear enough.  Now skip to,
Acts 20:28  “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.”

So the Elders are the bishops, the overseers.  And one more 
thing, the word for “care,” they “care for the church of God,” is the 
word for shepherd.  Or pastor.  So the elder is the bishop is the 
shepherd.  It’s all the same office, the same man.
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In our denomination we make a distinction in function between 
elders who preach and teach, as does Paul when he writes to 
Timothy.  So we speak about Ruling Elders and Teaching Elders.  
But joining those two together, the essence of the office of Elder 
is simply this, that those who lead, those who rule and oversee 
the church, those who shepherd the people of God all belong to 
the same office—the office of elder.

I believe that is the same reference as what 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. Let them do so with joy and not with grief, for that 
would be unprofitable for you.”

“Obey those who rule over you.”  The ruler is the elder, the 
bishop.  And the shepherd, or pastor.  The Elder governs the 
affairs of the church AND he watches over the souls of God’s 
people.  That’s what good order looks like.  Thus the words of our 
text again,

v.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.”

So, how do you become an elder?  Paul uses a word in verse 
5 translated “appoint.”  That’s not a bad translation.  It does mean 
to appoint.  Somewhat literally, it means to set someone over 
someone else, to make someone a ruler.  In this case, to cause 
them to become an elder.  To ordain them.  And the Scripture is 
very clear about how that appointment takes place.  What we call 
ordination is very simply identified in the Bible as “the laying on of 
hands.”

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

other people’s sins; keep yourself pure.”

To give a clear definition of that, we read in,
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.”

Even more clearly,
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.”

I should note that just as there is this formal description of 
ordination, the laying on of hands, there is also reference in the 
Bible of an election to that office by the people within the church.  
We elect our own elders, and in the language of Scripture, that is 
done “by a show of hands.”  We read in,

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.”

There the word for appointing elders is a different Greek word, 
a word literally referring to the show of hands, to stretch out your 
hand.  That is how elections are still held, aren’t they?  All those in 
favor, raise your hand!  We vote by show of hands, and that is the 
reference in Acts 14.  The people recognized those whom they 
would have to be their leaders, and voted in an election.  That’s 
the first step of appointing elders.  And the second step is defined 
by the previous references to the laying on of hands. 

And that is what we are doing as a church today.  Three 
weeks ago the congregation voted to elect a man to the office of 
elder.  And today, the elders of the church will ordain and appoint 
him to that office by the laying of their hands.  And in all of that 
good order, we can be so bold as to say in conclusion that,
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Acts 20:28  “…the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to 
shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own 
blood.” 

Those verses give definition to what it means in our text to 
appoint elders.

B. The proper appointment of elders.
It amazes me to hear people, professed Christians, despise 

the whole practice of ordination as nothing but the traditions of 
men.  I have heard people describe the work of elders simply as 
the “rules of men.”  And I have heard Christians speak and act as 
if they can ignore those elders simply by a choice of their own will, 
speaking and acting as if men are only elders when people say 
they are elders.

But this is precisely the good order which the Bible prescribes 
for the church.  Men become elders when God sets them apart by 
the laying on of the hands of the council of elders, what we call 
the session.  Ordination is but the outward symbol of an act of 
God.  Go back to,

Acts 20:28  “Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the 
flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers…”

So when a man is ordained, when the elders of the church lay 
their hands upon another man to set him apart to the office of 
Elder, the Holy Spirit is at work!  Isn’t that what Paul writes in that 
verse in Acts 20?  “The Holy Spirit has made you overseers.”  

What you will witness in a few minutes is not simply a tradition 
of men, nor is it something that the Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
has come up on our own or in our own wisdom.  No, beloved, this 
is the working of Holy Spirit of God himself, setting apart a man to 
be an elder in Jesus’ church.  

And if we failed to do that as a church, if we neglected to 
emphasize the existence and purpose of elders within the church, 
then God would say to us, through his word, that we, too, would 
need to set in order something that was lacking, and appoint 
elders in every church.  So this is the apostle’s directive to us, the 
apostolic command for the church of Jesus Christ throughout the 
age, that we ordain elders and set men apart to that office by the 
laying on of hands.  Those men, together, keep watch over your 
souls.  And they, together, exercise authority within the church.  
They are shepherds, overseers, elders.  

But then the question must be asked, what does that look 
like?   What is…

III. THE EVIDENCE OF GOOD ORDER. 
In other words, what do these elders look like?  What are the 

qualifications?  How do we know who should become an elder?  If 
the office is as important as it seems to be, then that is a crucial 
question.  And Paul addresses that question as he writes to Titus.

v.6  “…if a man is blameless, the husband of one wife, having 
faithful children not accused of dissipation or insubordination. 7 
For a bishop must be blameless, as a steward of God, not self-
willed, not quick-tempered, not given to wine, not violent, not 
greedy for money, 8 but hospitable, a lover of what is good, 
sober-minded, just, holy, self-controlled.”

I’m not going to go through that list in detail this morning, but 
emphasize in terms of the big picture that the evidence of good 
order is,

A. Faithful and mature men serving as elders.
At the outset, let me emphasize that the Bible defines the 

office of elder in terms of men.  That’s not a matter of misogyny or 
inappropriate prejudice, but a matter of good order.  God has 
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defined the leadership responsibility in the church to be that of 
men, and I would emphasize the idea of responsibility much more 
than privilege.  It is not a matter of superiority, but again, a matter 
of responsibility.  The elder is to be a man.  

1 Tim. 2:12  “And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have 
authority over a man.”

But not just any man.  There’s the rub.  Not just any man who 
presents himself in an attempt to promote himself or to exalt in his 
authority.  He must be a faithful and mature man.  In these ways.  
He must be blameless!  That can’t mean perfect, or no man would 
qualify.  But it must mean something or the qualification is 
useless.  He must be blameless, above reproach, above any 
reasonable accusation of evil.  He has not skeletons in the closet, 
there is nothing for which he can be called to account.  There 
must be demonstrable progress in holiness and sanctification, a 
demonstration of holiness in such things as not being self-willed!  
A man who always wants his own way is not qualified to be an 
elder.

Nor a man who is given to anger, quick-tempered.  Those sins 
are not unforgivable nor do they define the unpardonable sin, but 
they do disqualify a man for the office of elder.  Same thing goes 
for a weakness and vulnerability to drink in excess, given to wine.  
He must not be violent, in speech or in action.  And clearly not 
greedy.  All of those things are matters of the heart before they 
ever become the practice of life.  He must love people, which is 
the meaning of hospitality.  He must love what is good, and be 
able to think clearly and well—to be sober-minded.  Paul adds 
“just, holy, self-controlled.”

I submit to you that that list of qualifications applies to all 
believers, to all men and all women.  It is a list of what defines 
true godliness and devotion to God, to which everyone should 

aspire.  And to be qualified to be an elder, there must be progress 
in all those areas of life, so that when authority to lead and rule is 
given by God to an elder, along with the responsibility to care for 
the souls of God’s people, there will not be any abuse of that 
authority to the harm of God’s precious sheep.

And such a man must be proven in his leadership within his 
home, verse 6, “the husband of one wife, having faithful children 
not accused of dissipation or insubordination.”  In the words of,

1 Tim. 3:4  “…one who rules his own house well, having his 
children in submission with all reverence 5 (for if a man does not 
know how to rule his own house, how will he take care of the 
church of God?)”

Again, my summary, faithful and mature men.  Character 
matters, it matters greatly!  And what disaster awaits the church 
who fails to recognize and require these qualifications. 

One further category of qualifications is identified here in verse 
9, that the evidence of good order is,

B. Elders serving as able defenders of biblical truth.
I appreciate how Paul defines that here,
v.9  “…holding fast the faithful word as he has been taught, 

that he may be able, by sound doctrine, both to exhort and 
convict those who contradict.”  

Not just passing a theology exam, and certainly not one who is 
proud of his intellect or doctrine.  But more deeply, more sincerely, 
more devoutly, one who “holds fast the faithful word as he has 
been taught.”  One who love the word of God and holds to it 
firmly.  And, then, can both teach others and correct those who 
are in error.  Elders do have that responsibility.  
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That doesn’t simply mean public teaching, certainly not simply 
preaching or even necessarily teaching Sunday School, but able 
to identify error, wrong teaching.  And to correct it.  To protect the 
teaching of the church so that God’s people are faithfully 
instructed by the word of God.

These are such practical, timely words, as we as a church 
come to a service of ordination and installation whose purpose 
and design is to set in order that which is necessary in every 
church in every place, appointing elders whose responsibility it is 
to “watch out for your souls, as those who must give account.” 
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