Letters to the Front Lines #8

“What to Look for in a Leader (part 1)”

1 Timothy 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9

“The greatest crisis in America today is a crisis of leadership.”
 

Would you agree with that statement? Now before you get too boisterous in saying “Amen!” thinking about our present leaders on a national or state level, that statement was published 25 years ago, and I heard the person who wrote it—Howard Hendricks—say it about ten years prior to that. So I mention this not to point fingers at anyone in particular, but pointing out a problem that still exists to the present day.

“Well,” you may be thinking, “I agree with you on that, but what do you expect from the secular world? Certainly the same could not be said about the church!” Not so fast. This past week I also read one of the more respected Christian leaders of our time observe, “There is a pervasive crisis of leadership in the church.”
 I have witnessed more than one church suffer and ultimately close because of a lack of quality leadership within the body.

Again, this problem is not new. The subject of leadership is found in both Old and New Testaments, and especially in these “Letters to the Front Lines” we are studying on Sunday evenings, Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus. So far in our study of 1 Timothy we have considered the message of the church in chapter one and the worship in the church in chapter two. Now we will examine leadership of the church in chapter three. This evening we will begin—but not complete—what to look for in a leader.
Before we get into specifics, however, two introductory points need to be made.

First, God intends His church to have leaders. Even though church history has oscillated between the equally unbiblical extremes of “clericalism” (which is the clergy domineering over the laity) and “anticlericalism” (the laity rebelling against the clergy), the basic conviction has persisted that some kind of pastoral oversight is God’s will for His people. On their first missionary expedition Paul and Barnabas “appointed elders…in each church,” according to Acts 14:23. Moreover, this provision was not a purely human arrangement. It was the ascended Christ who gave some to his church “to be pastors and teachers” (Eph. 4:11), and it is the Holy Spirit who still assigns “overseers” to God’s flock (Acts 20:28). Yet Paul instructs Timothy and Titus to “appoint elders in every town” (Tit. 1:5), outlining qualifications for such leaders in both letters.

Secondly, God has not specified the precise form which pastoral oversight should take. For example, this chapter lists the qualifications of “overseers” in verses 1–7 and of “deacons” in verses 8–13, but throws little light on their duties.
 Furthermore, there are a number of different words used to describe church leaders, making one wonder if these are different terms for the same thing or if the Scriptures are outlining distinct offices with diverse duties. As we consider what to look for in a leader, we will examine the titles, tasks, and traits of a godly leader. Tonight we will begin by considering the titles.

A Look at the Titles

There are no less than six distinct titles given to church leaders in the New Testament. While many of you may not care all that much about the original Greek terms used, but I believe these will be enlightening as we see how several of them have come down into our English vocabulary.

One title that is seen in both Old and New Testament is “elder.” The Israelites had “elders” as far back as Exodus 3, while still enslaved in Egypt. Moses was instructed to go to the elders of Israel and they were to go together to the Pharaoh. After Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt, the Lord instructed him in Numbers 11:16-17,

Bring me seventy of Israel’s elders who are known to you as leaders and officials among the people. Have them come to the Tent of Meeting, that they may stand there with you. I will come down and speak with you there, and I will take of the Spirit that is on you and put the Spirit on them. They will help you carry the burden of the people so that you will not have to carry it alone.

By the time of the New Testament, this group of seventy (plus the high priest) became known as the “Sanhedrin.” Throughout the Gospels and the early chapters of Acts, this ruling council of the Jews was referred to as “the elders.” Luke explains to his Gentile readers in Acts 5:21, “the Sanhedrin—the full assembly of the elders of Israel.”
“Elder” in English translates the Greek word presbuteros (pres-boo′-ter-os), from which we get the word “Presbyterian.” The Greek term did not, however, refer to a denomination or even a style of church organization; the word simply meant “old” or “older.” In fact, this Greek term appears in Acts 2:17, where the term is used when quoting Joel 2, “Your old men will dream dreams.”
Acts 14:23 records, “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust.” In Acts 15, “the apostles and elders” met at the Jerusalem Council and ultimately came to a decision regarding what would be required for Gentiles wanting to follow Christ. In Acts 20:17, Paul called the “elders” of the church in Ephesus and addressed them before leaving for Jerusalem. While the word originally meant a man of advanced years, it came to signify one who exhibited the maturity of Christian character.

Paul instructed Titus in Titus 1:5, “The reason I left you in Crete was that you might straighten out what was left unfinished and appoint elders in every town, as I directed you.” In the following verses he describes the qualities of these leaders.

In 1 Timothy 3:1, however, Paul uses a different term: “Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he desires a noble task.” The Greek word translated “overseer” is episkope (ep-is-kop-ay′), from which we get “Episcopal” in English. The King James Version renders this word “bishop,” which brings to mind a church official that supervises a cluster of churches. (Some denominations use the title “superintendent” instead of “bishop,” but the responsibilities of these offices are essentially the same.) As Stott points out, though, the current office of bishop was not developed until the second century ad.

We gain insight into the meaning of this word by the ways it is used elsewhere in the New Testament. Jesus used the word in Luke 19:44, “They will dash you to the ground, you and the children within your walls. They will not leave one stone on another, because you did not recognize the time of God’s coming to you.” The last three words in English translate episkope. Similarly, 1 Peter 2:12 states, “Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.” Here episkope is rendered “visits.”  In Acts 1:20 Peter says, referring to Judas Iscariot, “For it is written in the book of Psalms, ‘May his place be deserted; let there be no one to dwell in it,’ and, ‘May another take his place of leadership.’” These verses give the connotation of oversight as well as leadership.

But are these two distinct offices? Apparently not, since in Titus 1:5 Paul writes, “The reason I left you in Crete was that you might straighten out what was left unfinished and appoint elders [presbyteros] in every town, as I directed you”; while in verse 7 he pens, “Since an overseer [episkopos] 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.” He uses these two Greek terms interchangeably.
 Also, in Acts 20:17 Paul calls for the “elders” [presbyteros] of the Ephesian church, but when addressing them he calls them “overseers” [episkopos].

Many scholars agree that both refer to the same position, but a slight difference in emphasis is worth noting. Whereas presbyteros highlights the person, episkopos stresses his function. The former means simply “older man,” while the latter means “overseer.”
 Furthermore, the word presbyteros (“elder”) was Jewish in origin (every synagogue had its elders) and indicated the seniority of the pastor, whereas episkopos (“overseer”) was Greek in origin (it was used of municipal officials, supervisors of subject cities, etc.) and indicated the superintending nature of the ministry.
 Others say that “overseers” describes the duty of the office, while “elders” depicts the dignity of the office.
 

What about “pastor”? Is this the same as “elder” and “overseer”? The Greek term is poimen (poy-mane′), from which we get “Methodist”—no, not really! Poimen is the Greek word for “shepherd.” literally or figuratively. It is found 18 times in the New Testament, 15 times in the Gospels. Matthew and Mark use the term figuratively four times; Luke uses it four times literally in the nativity narrative; and John uses it six times in Jesus’ teaching of the Good Shepherd. Paul only uses in once in Ephesians 4:11, not as an office but as a spiritual gift. Hebrews 13:20 and 1 Peter 2:25 both use the term referring to Jesus the “Great Shepherd.” (Peter also uses episkope in reference to Jesus.)

And what is a pastor in a local church? Shepherds in Bible days were not day laborers who showed up for work in the morning at a stranger’s pasture, put in eight hours, and then went back home. Rather, shepherds lived with the sheep—day and night, year after year. There was a genuine relationship between the shepherd and the sheep. In fact, through long time and frequent touch, the shepherds smelled like sheep.

Then there’s the term “minister,” used commonly in churches today. In Greek this is leitourgos (li-toorg-os′), used to describe a public servant, and in Jewish culture is referred to those who worked in the Temple. It is never used to describe a leader in a local church. In Romans 13:6 Paul uses the term while speaking of the government; in Romans 15:16 Paul calls himself a “minister” to the Gentiles; Philippians 2:25 speaks of Epaphroditus is called their “apostle” who “ministered” to Paul; Hebrews 1:7 refers to angels as ministers; while Hebrews 8:2 uses it describing Jesus our Great High Priest. The emphasis is never on power or position but rather on servanthood.

Some churches refer to their leaders as “apostle.” This is a transliteration of the Greek apostolos (ap-os′-tol-os), literally meaning, “one who is sent.” Generically it means a delegate, official messenger, or ambassador; in the New Testament, it is used in three distinct senses.

Only once is apostle used of all the disciples of Jesus indiscriminately, namely in John 13:16, where Jesus says after washing the feet of the Twelve. “I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger (apostolos) greater than the one who sent him.” In this general sense we are all apostles, because we are all messengers or ambassadors of Christ sent out into the world with the message of the gospel, sharing together in the apostolic mission of the church (cf. John 17:18; 20:21).

Three or four times we read in the New Testament of “apostles of the churches.” These were messengers sent out by a particular church on a particular mission, as Epaphroditus was the Philippians’ “apostle” (“messenger”; Php 2:25), and as certain brothers were “representatives (apostoloi) of the churches” (2 Cor 8:23). We would probably call them “missionaries” or “mission partners.”

The overwhelming use of apostle in the New Testament, however, is in relation to the Twelve, whom Jesus himself named apostles (Luke 6:13), and to whom certainly Paul and probably James were later added. They were not “apostles of the churches” but “apostles of Christ.” They were a unique group with the following three characteristics.

• They had been personally chosen, called and appointed directly by Jesus Christ, not by any human being or institution.

• They were eyewitnesses of the historical Jesus—either of his public ministry for three years (e.g., Mk 3:14; Jn 15:27) or at least witnesses to his resurrection (e.g., Acts 1:21-22). 

• They were promised a special inspiration of the Spirit of truth, who would both remind them of what Jesus had taught them (Jn 14:25-26) and supplement it as he would lead them “into all truth” (Jn 16:12-15). These great promises were fulfilled in the writing of the New Testament.

It is extremely important to maintain these three apostolic characteristics that gave the apostles their unique authority and qualified them for their unique ministry as scribes of the New Testament.
 So are there apostles today? In its restricted usage above, the office has finished; in its broader phase, the spiritual gift still functions. Officially, the apostolic position ended with the apostles; unofficially, the apostolic gift persists to our day as the missionary gift.

One final term sometimes associated with church leaders is “angel,” Greek aggelos (ang′-el-os), literally meaning “messenger.” In Revelation 2-3, Jesus dictates letters through John to the seven churches receiving this book, and addresses the “angel” of each church. Revelation 1:20 informs us that the seven stars in Jesus’ hand represent the angels, or perhaps pastors, of the seven churches.
 This proves that all pastors are angels! (Ha!)

In review, the New Testament uses the terms “elder,” “overseer,” “pastor,” “minister,” “apostle,” and “angel” to designate church leaders. I don’t know that any are preferred over all others, but I do believe we can learn a lot about church leadership by understanding what these various terms mean. Rather than singling out one I would suggest we allow them all to illuminate our view of local church ministry.

One term I have not mentioned yet, though, is “deacon,” another transliterated word from the Greek diakonos (dee-ak′-on-os), which literally means a waiter or waitress. We can interchange the terms we have already considered, but I believe the position of deacon is distinct from them. Paul begins his letter to Philippi in Philippians 1:1, “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons…” In 1 Timothy 3, Paul addresses the qualifications of overseers and deacons separately. While these qualifications are quite similar, they are not identical. 

Deacons in the church setting are first seen in Acts 6:1-6,

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. 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. 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 and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.” 

This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to Judaism. They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.
This episode addresses a very practical problem in the early church. As the church was growing, responsibilities were becoming larger than the ability of the apostles to fulfill. Important tasks were falling through the cracks. But instead of the apostles spreading themselves out too thin, they asked for help. Seven men were selected to literally wait on tables—the first deacons. They fulfilled the practical duties so that the apostles could focus on their primary tasks of “prayer and the ministry of the Word.” And notice the results: Acts 6:7 records, “So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.” When the deacons discharged their role, allowing the apostles to discharge their role, all of the needs were met, and the church continued to grow.

Now I want to emphasize that these deacons were not second-class Christians. Stephen, described as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit” has been called the first Christian apologist as well as the first Christian martyr; Philip is seen later in the book of Acts as “Philip the Evangelist” who evangelized Samaria and later led the Ethiopian eunuch to Christ. Though they were not considered “apostles” or church leaders, they were used mightily of God, utilizing the spiritual gifts He had given them. It must be acknowledged that not every kind of service in the church is mandated to every believer. It is not imperative that every believer be in a position of leadership.
 As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:14-20,

Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body.

He concludes in verse 27, “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.” No one is more or less because of the position God assigns him or her.

One final note regarding church leadership: Church leadership is not about power and prestige. The church is not a business, the church is not politics, the church is not about authority and control. Jesus made this clear in Matthew 20:25-28,

You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.

This is personified in the Upper Room when Jesus not only took the form of a
slave, but the form of the lowest slave, when He washed the feet of His disciples. Church
leadership is not like civic or corporate leadership; it’s not about power or politics. It’s all about servanthood, even to the point of sacrifice.

Maybe that’s why there is a crisis of leadership in the church.

Maybe we’re trying to be of the world as well as being in the world.

Before we get to the tasks and the traits of a church leader, we can see through the titles given in the New Testament something about the temperament of a church leader… someone like Christ.
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