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SERMON
Elders who rule well.
1 Tim 5:17-25
Introduction

I would like to leave our series on Revelation for a little longer, for a couple of reasons: Firstly, for a bit of a change, as some of the themes continue to be fairly similar to those we have already been looking at; and secondly, because we are coming up to one of the most difficult parts of it, and I need to spend some more time studying it myself if I am going to deal with it adequately. So what I would like to do instead, over the next few weeks, is go back and finish our series on 1 Timothy, which we left unfinished about a year ago when we were around four-fifths of the way through the book.

Let me firstly just recap a few of the basics that we need to keep in mind when we are looking at this book. 1 Timothy is one of the four personal letters that we have which were written by the Apostle Paul, as opposed to the rest of his letters, which were written to churches. He wrote this particular letter to his protégé Timothy when Timothy was in Ephesus, having been asked by Paul to go and spend some time there in order to help sort out some serious issues that existed in that congregation at the time.

When we read between the lines of the advice Paul gives Timothy, it seems that there were some real problems in some very fundamental areas of the Ephesian church. There are three problem areas that seem to be particularly prominent.

The first of these problem areas seems to have been DOCTRINE. We spent several weeks, when going through the earlier chapters of this book, considering the emphasis that the apostle Paul places on true doctrine. He would not have endorsed the idea, so common among many churches today, that doctrinal distinctives ought to be played down because they cause division. Rather, he begins his exhortations to Timothy with the words of 1:3: “… charge some that they teach no other doctrine”. Paul insists over and over again in this book that proper doctrine is essential. The spiritual health of the church depends on it! And so the false teachers and the false teaching that have been creeping into the church at Ephesus need to be dealt with. They cannot be allowed to continue!
The second problem area, arising out of the first, seems to have been that the LEADERSHIP of the church in Ephesus at this time left a lot to be desired. This must have been the case, otherwise the false teaching that was becoming so prevalent couldn’t have gained so much traction. And when we consider that Paul follows up his warnings against false teaching by devoting a great deal of space to the question of what the qualifications for the eldership and the diaconate ought to be, it seems fairly clear that his aim in it all is that Timothy should work towards seeing that the leadership of the Ephesian church is renewed and strengthened.
The third problem area, arising out of the first two, is that there were some serious issues with the PRACTICE of some in the Ephesian church. The warnings of the first few verses in chapter 4, in particular, give some idea that there were a number of real problems that needed to be dealt with. A legalistic spirit was arising, so that there were those who were insisting on such things as abstention from marriage, and from various foods that were considered unclean. Paul warns that there are some who speak lies in hypocrisy, having their own conscience seared with a hot iron. Clearly the practice of some in the church was questionable.
In the passage that we read this morning, Paul addresses all three of these themes – doctrine, leadership, and practice – as they relate to the ones who have the most influence on them within the church: the leaders themselves, the elders of the church. And as he does so, he gives us a number of very important principles that we can apply to the leadership of the church. Some of you younger ones in particular, who have grown up within this denomination, may have a fair idea about what we do with regard to those who lead the church, without really understanding why we do it. Some of the answers are to be found in the verses we will be considering today.
I did have six points to this sermon, but I realised that I wasn’t going to be able to do any of them justice. So instead we are going to look at three points this morning, and we will revisit the passage again next week. So the three points we will be considering this morning are:
1. Double honour.

2. Special labour.

3. Fair wages.

1. Double honour,

Australia isn’t a country that is particularly noted for giving excessive respect and honour to its leaders. In many cases, the most likely attitude for people to take towards figures of authority is one of criticism and cynicism. We are far more likely to poke fun at them than to honour and revere them. Of course, the usual justification for that attitude is that they don’t deserve our honour and respect.

Well, whatever may be the case with regard to our attitude towards our secular leaders (and as Christians we may sometimes need a little attitude adjustment there, myself included) Paul is quite clear about what our attitude ought to be towards those who rule over us in the church. We read in verse 17: “Let the elders who rule well be counted worthy of double honour, especially those who labour in the word and doctrine.” Elders that rule well are to be counted worthy of double honour. The clear implication is that all elders are to be counted worthy of honour, but particularly those who stand out in the way in which they fulfil their calling.
A hundred years or so ago this would have gone without saying, but the fact is these days there are many who are fairly resentful of the idea that they even ought to be under any sort of spiritual rule. They are quite prepared to have preachers and teachers tell them in general terms what is right and wrong, and even to apply that to their lives to a certain extent. But let that elder come up to them and tell them in plain terms that they are not conforming to God’s word in a particular area of their lives, and that they are therefore required by God to repent of that behaviour and change, and their hackles immediately rise. “Who are you to tell me what to do? I am responsible to God, not to you!” A related problem is the ever-increasing number of Christians who refuse to submit themselves to the government of any church. They believe that it is quite enough for them to be personally responsible to God, and that there is no need for them to also be accountable in any way to mere humans. And so they go to one church for a time, and then another, and then another, without ever really becoming a part of any. Or perhaps they take no notice of any church at all, but rather simply worship God in the comfort of their own home.
But all this is quite contrary to Scripture. A fundamental principle in the New Testament is that Christians are responsible not only to Christ, the Chief Shepherd, but also all those men that He has appointed as undershepherds in His church. Out of a number of verses we could quote, Hebrews 13:17 is very clear in this regard: “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.” Scripture teaches very clearly that it is essential, not optional, for us to have spiritual rulers to whom we are accountable.
But let’s get back to this idea of giving double honour to those elders who rule well. Does that imply that we have the right to only pay attention to some elders and not others, on the basis that in our opinion, those others are not ruling well? Certainly not! We are accountable to all the elders that God has placed over us. Some people would like to select their elders the way that expert witnesses are sometimes selected by cynical lawyers – checking to make sure that the answers they get will be agreeable to their case, before deciding whether to use them. But that sort of self-serving picking and choosing is not a Biblical attitude towards those who rule over us, and certainly there is nothing in this verse to support that idea.
There is nevertheless an implication here that some elders will rule better than others. And of course that is true! Some elders will do a better job than others, just as some teachers are better than others and some tradesmen will do a better job than others. Such elders, says Paul, deserve to be held in double honour. All the elders are to be honoured, but especially those who do a particularly good job of it. The contrast is not one between honour and dishonour, but rather between honour and double honour.
The most important lesson for us to take home here is that being ruled well is a privilege, not an imposition. All in all, the message is clear – value those who rule over you!

2. Special labour. 
Paul goes on to say, in the same verse: “Let the elders who rule well be counted worthy of double honour, especially those who labour in the word and doctrine.” Have any of you younger children done any work on sets and subsets at school recently? You know, where you use circles to represent sets of numbers, or sets of other things. Well, what we have here is a set of people – elders who rule; and a smaller subset that is a part of that larger set – especially those elders who labour in the word and doctrine. In other words, Biblically, all elders rule, but only some elders have this special labour in the word and doctrine – or, we might say, this special emphasis on teaching and preaching. And so, in our denomination we are accustomed to making a distinction between teaching elders – those ones who give attention to this special work of teaching and preaching, and the rest – ruling elders.
I just want to remind us again of what we considered fairly briefly back when we looked at chapter 3 – that in the NT church, the only offices that we expect to see continuing in the church are the offices of elder and deacon. There are churches that have a hierarchical structure, with archbishops ruling over bishops, bishops ruling over pastors or priests, and so on. But in Scripture the terms bishop or overseer, elder or presbyter, and pastor or shepherd are used interchangeably. For example, in Acts chapter 20, the same men are referred to as elders or presbyters in verse 17, and as overseers or bishops in verse 28. We see the same thing in 1 Peter 5:1-2: “The elders who are among you I exhort, I who am a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory that will be revealed: Shepherd the flock of God which is among you, serving as overseers, not by compulsion but willingly, not for dishonest gain but eagerly.” Not only are the elders here told that their work is to be overseers, they are also told to shepherd or pastor the flock. When we add to this the fact that Paul only gives qualifications for two offices, that of elder/overseer and deacon, it seems pretty clear that these are the only two Biblical offices for us to have in the church.
However, as I have just stated, this verse we are looking at this morning makes it clear that within the eldership there are some elders who particularly labour in the word and doctrine – elders whose predominant function is to study the word of God, and diligently seek to understand the doctrines taught in it, in order that they may teach and preach. And these are particularly to be valued by the people of God.
Here once again we return to the theme that comes up again and again in 1 Tim – the importance of true doctrine. Paul commends those who labour in it. He tells the people that they should value such leaders. This is what they need, this is what they ought to consider as important. How different this is to the idea that doctrine in general is something that ought to be played down. Paul never teaches that we should take care not to major on doctrine, in case it becomes a means of division. We need to know the truth! The truth sets us free, as we read in John 8:32. And so Paul does not encourage the Ephesians to seek out men among them who are good at whipping up a frenzied, false enthusiasm in people. He does not encourage them to seek out leaders who seem to be good at re-packaging Scripture to try to make it attractive to people. He does not encourage them to seek out men whose approach to every matter is to piously wait for the Lord to directly give them a word of wisdom, or some miraculous sign by which they are led. No, the people that the Ephesians are particularly to honour are those who devote themselves to hard work, who carefully and laboriously and reverently take hold of the word of God and seek to understand and apply it.
3. Fair wages.
It seems clear also that the “honour” that is referred to here includes some sort of support for such men. We gather this from the connection between verse 17 and verse 18, which says: “For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox while it treads out the grain,” and, “The labourer is worthy of his wages.” That little word “For” shows that the comment of this verse regarding wages is related to the previous discussion of the double honour that is due to those who labour in the word and doctrine.
In other words, it is right and fitting that those who preach and teach the word should be supported in that work. Paul expands on this in much greater detail in 1 Cor 9, where he makes it very clear to the Corinthians, who it seems had been rather inclined to argue the point, that he and the other apostles had the right to expect to be supported. He sums up his argument with 1 Cor 9:14: “Even so the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should live from the gospel.” Christ commands it!
It was a real privilege to be at the meeting of the Vanuatu Presbytery in Tanna a couple of weeks ago, and to discuss the needs for the new work in Vila. One of the points of discussion was regarding the support for Mekel Venu, the elder who will be going to Vila with his family from Malakula, to share the work with Ken Zylstra from here in Australia. Mekel and Ken are going to be in rather different situations; because of the fact that the two Vanuatu congregations are so much more dependent on their own gardens for food than we are, much of the support for Mekel and his family is actually going to be sent to them in the form of food. The basic principle, though, is exactly the same – those who preach the gospel should live from the gospel.
By way of contrast, when we were overseas we were extremely grateful for the fact that as missionaries, the church back here in Australia supported us as a matter of course. We did not have to do as most of our missionary friends in para-church organisations, who basically had to canvass for support every time they went back home to America or Australia or wherever on furlough. Similarly, as a denomination God has blessed us through giving us an understanding that we do have a real financial responsibility to our teaching elders. I believe that commitment to this principle that we are discussing has been, by God’s grace, a strong point of our denomination throughout its life.
So what was Paul’s main purpose, in reminding Timothy of all of this? In the end, Paul’s great desire was that the church in Ephesus might be a stronger, more effective witness for Christ. For this to be the case, they needed elders who would rule them well, men who would faithfully warn those who strayed, and care for those who were going through trials, and lead the church in the right direction. They especially needed elders who would teach them well, who would labour to gain understanding in the word themselves, so that they might be able to impart that understanding to others. And for those elders to be able to do that, the congregation also needed a firm grasp of this principle – that those who preach the gospel should live from the gospel. All these things simply flowed out of Paul’s consuming desire to see the church fully and efficiently engaged in its primary work – that of preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ.
And that must still be our primary work today. With the new work in Vila we have been spending quite a bit of time lately thinking and talking and praying about the new buildings that are being erected over there. But we are never to join the ranks of those for whom the church’s building program becomes a means in itself. Such things should only ever be a means to an end – the wider proclamation of the gospel. Again, we are not to join the ranks of those who think that the primary purpose of the church is to make life in this world a little better for as many people as possible. Certainly we are to be kind and generous and loving to those who are in need. But we may never lose sight of the fact that no matter how difficult their physical circumstances here in the world might be, in the end they are all comparatively minor matters, not worthy to be compared with the one great matter of concern – where do you and I stand with God? We need to know all these principles we have discussed this morning. We need to know them because when we do know them, and when we apply them consistently, that will enable the gospel of Christ to be preached more effectively – and that is our primary purpose.

By all means, therefore, take to heart what I have said about the work of ruling and teaching elders, and the honour and support that is due to them. But most of all, take the core message of the gospel to heart – repent of your sins, and believe in Christ for your salvation!

Amen.
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