
ECF 24th May 2015 1 Timothy 3:1-13 Qualifications for Leadership 
God has often used the most unlikely of people to build his kingdom.  Have a look at this: Video: The March of the 
unqualified 
 
In his grace God has taken people who have failed, struggled or made a mess of things and transformed their lives and used 
them in his kingdom in the most amazing ways.  But this doesn’t mean that how we live, our character or behaviour, isn’t 
important.  As Christians, we can’t just live any old way, and expect God to use us in his kingdom.  How we live before God 
and what we do for him are fundamentally connected.  
 
This is what Paul taught Timothy as he wrote about the qualifications for church leadership.  The church is so important to 
God, that he wants us to be careful in who we choose to lead it and serve in it.  1 Timothy 3:1-13: “Here is a trustworthy 
saying: If anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he desires a noble task. 2 Now the overseer must be above reproach, 
the husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not given to drunkenness, 
not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must manage his own family well and see that his 
children obey him with proper respect. 5 (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of 
God’s church?) 6 He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the 
devil. 7 He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap. 
8 Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain. 
9 They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. 10 They must first be tested; and then if there is 
nothing against them, let them serve as deacons. 
11 In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in 
everything. 
12 A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must manage his children and his household well. 13 Those who have 
served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus.”  
 
1. Leadership Matters 
Sadly, many people have suffered at the hands of poor church leadership.  And so it is natural that some people have little 
respect for that role.  It is tempting to lump all church leaders together and condemn them all as selfish, judgemental or 
hypocritical.  
 
But Paul wants us to know that local church leadership is “a noble task.”  1Timothy 3:1.  It is necessary.  It is important.  It is 
valuable. That’s because the church is important.  It is “God’s household… the church of the living God, the pillar and 
foundation of the truth.”  1 Timothy 3:15.   
 
And so those who faithfully teach it, protect it, guide it and care for it are serving God’s family.  They’re looking after the 
assembly of his people.  They’re caring for the temple of his Holy Spirit.  And they are helping his church fulfil God’s call to 
hold out and declare his truth!  It is an amazing privilege to serve God’s people in this way.   
 
a) Team Leadership 
Of course there are many different ways to serve.  But in this passage, Paul focuses on two specific roles in the church.   
 

i) Pastors 
The first one is that of “an overseer.” 1 Timothy 3:1  This is the word episkopos which is translated bishop in some Bibles.  It 
was a term used elsewhere in the Greek world for community leaders. 
 
In a similar kind of passage to Titus, Paul referred to “elders.” Titus 1:5.  This was a common leadership tem used in 
synagogues.  And when Peter wrote to church leaders he called them to “Be shepherds of God’s flock.” 1 Peter 5:2, from 
where we get the term pastor.   
 
And so these three words, overseer/bishop, elder and shepherd/pastor were used to describe the one and the same role of 
the main responsibility of spiritual leadership in a church.  We can see this reality when Paul last met the elders of the 
church in Ephesus, he told them: “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 
overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God.” Acts 20:28  This morning, we’ll use the term pastors, as we usually do in our 
church.   
 
In the New Testament this role was fulfilled only by men.  Some Christians think that this was only to fit into the culture at 
that time.  Others, who accept the idea of male leadership based on God’s design, as we were thinking about last time, 
believe that this is a universal principle that supersedes any specific culture.   
 



But what is also clear, is that this role was fulfilled by a team of pastors.  When Paul revisited the churches he’d planted, it 
says that “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church.” Acts 14:23  And he wrote to Titus to “appoint 
elders in every town.” Titus 1:5 
 

ii) Deacons 
In partnership with them were “deacons” 1 Timothy 3:8.  This is the word diakonos which simply means a humble servant.  
Although the Bible doesn’t give anything like a complete job description of this role it seems like this was more of a support 
role in the ministry of the church. 
 
Some believe that this distinction between pastors and deacons is pictured in Acts 6. There the apostles appointed 7 men to 
take on the supervision of the food distribution to the widows in the church so that the apostles could focus on “prayer and 
the ministry of the word.” Acts 6:4.  But we can’t be too dogmatic about this. 
 
And although Paul primarily wrote to Timothy about men being deacons, in 1 Timothy 3:11 he did write about “their 
wives…”  This literally reads simply “women likewise…” and so could be interpreted as the wives of deacons or it could be 
deaconesses.   
 
In Romans 16:1 Paul says, “I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church in Cenchrea.” Romans 16:1 and the 
word servant here is diakonos or deaconess.   
 
But what we can be sure is that the leadership structure of the early church was a really simple one.  Each church had a 
team of pastors who together led, taught and cared for their church, and a team of deacons and possibly deaconesses who 
served practically in their church. 
 
b) Servant Leadership 
Of course in both these roles, they were called to express servant leadership.  Jesus declared that in his church there is no 
place for pride, titles or hierarchy.  Matthew 23:8–11: “But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi’, for you have only one Master 
and you are all brothers. 9 And do not call anyone on earth ‘father’, for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. 10 Nor are 
you to be called ‘teacher’, for you have one Teacher, the Christ.11 The greatest among you will be your servant.”  
 
Christian leadership is about serving not ruling.  It is always modelled on Jesus as “The Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” Matthew 20:28  
 
2. Truth Matters 
But the focus of this passage is on the necessary qualifications for someone to take up these responsible roles.   
 
And as we would expect for a church that is struggling with false teaching, Paul wrote that pastors need to be “able to 
teach.” 1 Timothy 3:2.  This is one of their main roles.  That doesn’t mean that they were all preachers.  There are many 
ways that we can teach others – individually, in small groups as well as in church.   
 
Deacons served in more practical roles, but still understanding truth was important for them.  “They must keep hold of the 
deep truths of the faith.”  1 Timothy 3:9 
And so whether someone’s role is pastoral or practical, an understanding and acceptance of God’s truth is crucially 
important.  God’s truth is vitally important for all of us whatever our role is in his kingdom. 
 
3. Character Matters 
But the interesting thing about this passage is that Paul doesn’t focus on the ministry abilities or talents of these leaders.  
Instead he focuses more on their character.   
 
a) Good Reputation 
He started by saying that “the overseer must be above reproach.”  1 Timothy 3:2  This can’t mean that he is perfect, 
because then nobody would qualify.  But it is similar to how Paul completed this section, “he must have a good reputation 
with outsiders.” 1 Timothy 3:7   
 
This is also stressed for male and female deacons.  They are both to be “worthy of respect.” 1 Timothy 3:8, 11 
 
Leaders’ lives are being watched – both inside and outside of the church.  And one of the strategies of the devil is to divide 
or discredit the church through the failures of its leaders.  And so it is important for leaders to live wisely and to maintain a 
good reputation before others.  This isn’t about putting on a show, but about living a life that is consistent with what we 



believe. 
 
b) Self-Controlled 
And so they must have a level of self-control in how they live.  Pastors must be “temperate, self-controlled, respectable” 1 
Timothy 3:2.  They must be clear-headed, well-balanced, disciplined in their hearts and minds as well as in their behaviour.   
 

i) With Alcohol 
And this should be seen in all aspect of their lives.  For example in how that handle alcohol.  Pastors must be people who are 
“not given to drunkenness.”  1 Timothy 3:3.  Deacons, “not indulging in much wine.” 1 Timothy 3:8  This doesn’t mean that 
leaders need to be teetotal.  But it does mean that if they do drink at all, they are careful and controlled because they know 
the dangers of it. 
 

ii) With People 
It should also be seen in how they speak to people.  The pastors should be “not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome.” 1 
Timothy 3:3  The false teachers in Ephesus loved controversies and quarrels.  But godly leaders don’t go looking for a fight.  
They are gracious and respectful to those they disagree with.  They speak the truth in love, even when they have to 
confront error!   
 
In a similar way, deacons are to be “sincere” 1 Timothy 3:8.  They speak honestly, meaning what they say and saying what 
they mean.  And the women must not be “malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy.” 1 Timothy 3:11   
 
This is so important in church life because what we say can be so powerful for good or for evil.  And so leaders need to be 
especially careful with what they say.  “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful 
for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.” Ephesians 4:29 
 

iii) With Money  
This self-control should also be seen in his attitude to money.  Later in the letter Paul said that “The love of money is a root 
of all kinds of evil.”  1 Timothy 6:10, and the news daily provides evidence to that.  
 
And so God wants pastors to be “not a lover of money” 1 Timothy 3:3.  And deacons must be “not pursuing dishonest gain.” 
1 Timothy 3:8 
 
We’ll see later in this letter that it is right for a church to support financially those who serve there.  But money must never 
be a motivation for Christian service.  As Jesus said, “You cannot serve both God and Money.” Matthew 6:24   
 
4. Home Lives Matter 
These days many people suggest that private lives don’t matter – that how someone lives in their own time doesn’t really 
impact their ability to lead in politics, business or in the community.  But whether you think that’s the case or not in the 
world, it certainly isn’t in the church.   
 
a) Faithful to Wives 
Pastors and deacons must be faithful to their wives – “The husband of but one wife.” 1 Timothy 3:2, 12  This phrase has 
caused a great deal of debate about what it really means.  It literally states that church leaders should be a “one-woman 
man.”  Clearly this would exclude people with two or more wives, but some people also say that Paul was excluding those 
who’d never married or who’d been divorced and remarried.   
 
I’m not convinced, but what is clear, is that for those who are married, faithfulness to their wives is a crucial qualification for 
service in church.  This week people voted about civil marriage in Ireland, but for Christians marriage is defined by God and 
is first and foremost a contract before him.  How could someone faithfully serve God in the church if they weren’t faithfully 
serving God in their marriage? 
 
b) Caring to Children 
It is a similar situation in respect to leading their families.   A pastor “must manage his own family well and see that his 
children obey him with proper respect.” 1 Timothy 3:4  And a deacon “must manage his children and his household well.” 1 
Timothy 3:12 
 
What this means in practice can be complicated.  All kids misbehave at times, and so what level of obedience is required?  
What about kids with behavioural problems?  At what age are parents no longer responsible for their kids’ actions?   
 



But the basic principle is clear.  How someone leads their family has a direct bearing on whether they should lead in church!  
Not that God is looking for perfect husbands and perfect dads.  But we need to realise that our first place of service as 
Christians is at home.  Our family is our first and most important responsibility.  We need to start leading others there 
before we think about leading others in church. 
 
c) Loving to Strangers 
But a leader’s home is not just for his family.  It is also a place to care for others.  Pastors should be “hospitable” 1 Timothy 
3:2.   
 
This literally means expressing love to strangers.  It was particularly important in the days of the early church as travelling 
Christians needed a place to stay.  But it is also important today as leaders open up their homes to express love and care to 
those in need. 
 
5. Experience Matters 
Considering all of this, it is no surprise that Paul said that pastors “must not be a recent convert.”  1 Timothy 3:6 , and 
deacons “must first be tested.”  1 Timothy 3:10   
 
The challenge of leadership is immense.  The temptation to discouragement and despair on one side, or arrogance and 
pride on the other, is huge.  And so God doesn’t want a new Christian to be suddenly pushed into this role without 
adequate preparation. 
 
Instead God wants us to allow the Holy Spirit the time to work in our hearts to produce his fruit of “Love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” Galatians 5:22–23.  He wants us to grow into the 
role that he has for us in his kingdom.  
 
6. Service Matters 
Leadership is a huge responsibility.  It is demanding, challenging and costly.  We’re called to follow Christ, the Chief 
Shepherd, in laying down our lives for our brothers.   
 
But whenever we give to God, we always receive much more than we lose.  “Those who have served well gain an excellent 
standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus.”  1 Timothy 3:13  As well as the appreciation and gratitude of our 
Christian family that we’re serving, they also gain a deepening assurance of their faith as they see God work through them.   
 
But when Peter wrote to pastors, he also reminded them of their eternal reward: “When the Chief Shepherd appears, you 
will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away." 1 Peter 5:4  
 
Conclusion 
So this is God’s plan for leadership in his church.  For anyone in leadership or considering leadership, this is a really 
challenging if not uncomfortable passage. It should make us assess our lives and re-commit to living the life that God is 
looking for.   
 
But it should be a challenge for all of us.  If these are important qualifications for leadership, then they should be 
characteristics that we all value and have as a goal in all of our lives, whether we have a specific role in our church or not.   
 
But it is also encouraging.  God’s plan is to take sinners and save them by his grace and then transform them by his Spirit so 
that they can serve him effectively in his church.  So let’s pray that God will do this work in all of our lives whatever role he 
has for us in his church.  
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