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SERMON
Elders who don’t rule well.
1 Tim 5:17-25
Introduction

Let me ask you a question: If I were to ask you to nominate a really great, really inspirational historical leader of Australia, who would you pick? (I hasten to add that I’m not going to!)
I suspect that many of you might have quite a bit of difficulty with that question. So let’s try a different one: If I were to ask you to nominate a really lousy, really inept, really quite useless historical leader of Australia, who would you pick?

My guess is that I would be more likely to get an answer from you for the second question than the first. Certainly, speaking for myself, I’d probably find it easier to nominate someone that I think did a really bad job when they were in power, than to nominate someone who did a really outstanding job. And I think that in that I am pretty much the same as most other people in Australia. As a nation we tend to be pretty good armchair commentators – very good at picking the faults in the performances of our politicians, our sportsmen and women, our referees and umpires, our police forces, our education and hospital services, and so on and on.
I say “as a nation”, but really it’s a worldwide phenomenon. I always enjoy catching up with the local politics in Vanuatu when I go back there for a visit. I assure you that their politicians make all our leaders look pretty good! And people over there are just as quick to point out their faults as we are here in Australia. It is simply one of the tendencies of our fallen human nature, to be very quick to pick up on the faults and ineptitudes of those on authority, and to let those things overshadow the many things they do that are good and worthwhile and competent.

In other words, whether they like it or not, leaders are in the gun. As soon as someone is elevated to a position of authority and power, inevitably everyone is going to be looking very closely at what they do. And inevitably, the judgements of those watching them are more likely to be harsh and critical than generous and understanding.
Well, this morning we are going to go on from our sermon last week, where we began to consider this passage in 1 Tim 5:17-25, which speaks of what our attitude ought to be towards the elders of the church – those who lead within the church of God. Last time we saw Paul speaking of the double honour that we are to show towards those who rule well, and we considered the implication of that – that elders are, in fact, to rule, not just to suggest or advise. We also considered his reference to the special labour that some elders have, that of labouring in the word and doctrine; and we used that to remind ourselves of what the New Testament structure for the leadership of the church is. The only two offices are deacons and elders; and of the elders, while all are to rule the church, there is a subset who also give particular attention to teaching and preaching the word of God. And that being the case, we saw further that such men ought to be provided for by the church; for as Paul says elsewhere, in 1 Cor 9:14, “… the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should live from the gospel.” All these points arose out of verses 17-18: “Let the elders who rule well be counted worthy of double honour, especially those who labour in the word and doctrine. For the Scripture says, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox while it treads out the grain,’ and, ‘The labourer is worthy of his wages.’”
This morning, therefore, we are going to go on and finish off this portion by considering three more points from verses 19-22:

1. Unjustified accusations.

2. Justified rebuke.
3. Sharing in other people’s sins.
1. Unjustified accusations. 
As I said a few moments ago, it is normal for leaders to be in the gun. In 1856 Charles Spurgeon was preaching in the Surrey Gardens Music Hall in London. The building was absolutely packed to capacity. Suddenly someone began to shout “Fire! Fire!”, There was no fire, but in the stampede which resulted 7 people were trampled to death. In the weeks that followed, many took the opportunity to criticise Spurgeon for all sorts of things; but perhaps the cruellest accusation was that the whole incident was a media stunt gone wrong, that he and his people had orchestrated themselves in order to gain increased publicity. A subsequent investigation cleared him completely, finding that the false alarm had actually been raised by a gang of thieves and pickpockets, in order to gain the opportunity to steal in the jostling and confusion.
This sort of false accusation is unfortunately all too common. And it is because of this that Paul writes to Timothy, here in 5:19: “Do not receive an accusation against an elder except from two or three witnesses.” Paul knew that elders were the ones most likely to be falsely accused. Possibly this might have been particularly the case in Ephesus at that time, when there was, as we have seen, a bit of turmoil in the congregation, with some teaching false doctrine, and some being able to be characterised by Paul as “speaking lies in hypocrisy, having their own conscience seared with a hot iron”, as it says in 4:2. Paul did not want to see the church in Ephesus paralysed and broken by having to deal with one frivolous, unsubstantiated accusation after another against the elders of the church. And so he reminds Timothy of this principle, already laid down in the Old Testament in Deut 17:6, and reiterated by Christ in Matt 18:16, which we read earlier, that “by the mouth of two or three witnesses the matter shall be established”. This is a general principle that applies to all people, not just elders; but Paul here applies it particularly to those who are most likely to be the subject of unfair accusations.
There are a couple of lessons here for us to take note of. The first lesson is to realise how important it is that we should not be involved in gossip. We should not fall into the trap of speculating about the behaviour of others. We should not start imputing dark, sinful motives to others when they do something which puzzles us, but rather we should “esteem others better than [ourselves]”, as it says in Phil 2:3. Nor should we listen to unsubstantiated gossip, nor should we pass it on. I think that these are all things that we know and have heard many times, but they are things that bear repeating. Scripture itself warns against these sins not just once, but many times. And I think that if we were to search our hearts we would have to acknowledge that they are sins that each of us can slip into all too easily.
The second lesson is that we are to take particular care when such gossip involves those who lead in the church. This is not because elders are some privileged, elite class who have to be looked after better than the rest of the church. Rather, it is because the potential for real and lasting damage to the body of Christ is far greater when it is the elders who are targeted by false accusations. Satan is gleeful when he manages to spread suspicion and dissension among any of God’s people, but he is particularly gleeful when he successfully damages the good name of those who shepherd Christ’s flock. John Calvin says, commenting on this verse:

“Why then does the Apostle protect elders alone by this privilege, as if it were peculiar to them, that their innocence shall be defended against false accusations? I reply, this is a necessary remedy against the malice of men; for none are more liable to slanders and calumnies than godly teachers. Not only does it arise from the difficulty of their office, that sometimes they either sink under it, or stagger, or halt, or blunder, in consequence of which wicked men seize many occasions for finding fault with them; but there is this additional vexation, that, although they perform their duty correctly, so as not to commit any error whatever, they never escape a thousand censures. And this is the craftiness of Satan, to draw away the hearts of men from ministers, that instruction may gradually fall into contempt.”
So we see that we are to be very careful never to unjustly accuse anyone, and doubly careful when the person concerned is one who holds office in the church of God.
2. Justified rebuke. 
Unfortunately, though, elders are sinners too. And so there are going to be times in the life of every congregation and every denomination when those who lead are going to have to be called to account for their sin. After warning against accusing elders unjustly, Paul therefore goes on in verse 20: “Those who are sinning rebuke in the presence of all, that the rest also may fear.”
Now let’s just notice firstly that this is another principle that applies not just to office-bearers in the church, but to everyone. I referred previously to Matthew 18, where Christ instructed His disciples what they should do in the case of a brother or sister who had fallen into sin. Just turn with me again to that chapter, and notice the very clear steps that are we are to take in such a case.

Verse 15: “Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother.” In other words, when a Christian brother or sister sins against us, we have a responsibility to go and talk to them about it., face to face, privately. We are not just to let it go and pretend it never happened.

Now right about now you might be thinking to yourself: “But hang on a minute! Isn’t there another verse that basically teaches just the opposite – something about love COVERING a multitude of sins? You’re right, there is. It’s 1 Peter 4:8, and this is what it says: “And above all things have fervent love for one another, for ‘love will cover a multitude of sins.’” John MacArthur says that this verse “means specifically that a Christian should overlook sins against him if at all possible, and be always ready to forgive insults and unkindness.” So we might think – Where’s the line? How do we decide whether to confront a person with their sin, as per Matthew 18, or to overlook it, as per 1 Peter 4?
The answer is to ask a different question – What would best display Christian love to that brother or sister? After all, it is love that covers a multitude of sins. And it certainly ought also to be love that motivates us to confront a person with their sin. And so, if someone sins against us, we should prayerfully ask the question: What would be the most loving thing for me to do in this situation? And very often the answer will be to let the matter go, particularly if it was something that was just a once-off, or maybe something they did inadvertently or carelessly, but not intentionally. That is love covering sin.
On the other hand, perhaps we find ourselves stewing over the matter, unable to let it go. In that case, we will need to confront the person with it, because it is damaging our spiritual relationship with them, even if they don’t know that yet. Alternatively, perhaps the sin is not a once-off, but a sinful habit or pattern that is beginning to emerge in the life of that brother or sister. Or perhaps it’s something quite serious, not just a comparatively minor matter. Under those circumstances, Christian love and concern for that person will not permit us to just let it go. We have to go and talk to them about it, privately first of all, as Matt 18:15 tells us.
Okay, so getting back to Matthew 18, that’s the first step to take when a Christian brother or sister falls into sin. But what if they don’t listen? What if they refuse to repent? That’s when we get to step 2, in verse 16: “But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that ‘by the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.’” In other words, you get one or two more people involved. After all, there are two sides to every story – perhaps you’re the one who’s got the real problem, not him or her! So you get one or two more people involved, people that you trust, people with spiritual discernment. Maybe they’re elders or deacons, though they certainly don’t have to be. And with this backup, you try again.
If the two or three of you don’t do any good, verse 17 says that the next step is: “And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church.” That is getting the elders involved now, so that they can deal with things on a more formal level. And then, finally, verse 17 goes on: “But if he refuses even to hear the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.” In other words, if they refuse to repent of their sin, when all other avenues have been exhausted, it will be necessary for that person to be put out of the church, and treated as if they are not a Christian at all.

These are the Biblical steps for discipline. They are quite clear and quite straightforward. But they are also very serious and very solemn. This is underlined by the next verse, verse 18: “Assuredly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” In other words, Christ tells his disciples that when they faithfully use this spiritual authority he has given them, the leaders of the church, He Himself will ratify their actions. Again, I talked last week about how elders are really to rule, not just suggest or advise. And here we see just what power is given into their hands.
And this is exactly why elders themselves must be subject to the most stringent discipline of all. Getting back to our passage in 1 Tim 5 now, what we see is Paul telling Timothy that he must be careful to make sure that if there is a real, substantiated accusation against an elder, if he is in fact sinning, Timothy and the other elders must “rebuke [that person] in the presence of all, that the rest also may fear.” In other words, discipline must be carefully done, and it must be seen to be done. To underline it, he goes on further in verse 21: “I charge you before God and the Lord Jesus Christ and the elect angels that you observe these things without prejudice, doing nothing with partiality.” Timothy is to be fearless in this work. There is not to be a double standard in discipline, as if somehow the elders themselves are not accountable to anyone. On the contrary, Paul insists here that elders are particularly accountable, and the other elders must make sure that they hold them to account.
3. Sharing in other people’s sins. (11.56 am – 26 minutes)
To underline this even further, as if it were not strongly enough stated already, Paul goes on in verse 22: “Do not lay hands on anyone hastily, nor share in other people’s sins; keep yourself pure.” When we consider the previous context, surely this is saying that Timothy, and by implication all the other elders in the church, bear the responsibility to make sure that discipline is faithfully administered in the church as a whole, and in particular towards the leaders in the church where that becomes necessary. And if they do not, if they fail in this solemn duty, they bear some of the guilt for the sin that goes unchecked. They share in other people’s sins.

This is a pretty solemn and fearful idea. I have enough to do dealing with my own sins, without bearing the added guilt of the sins of others. Yet this is clearly what it means. And there are a number of other passages in Scripture that bear this out. In Ezekiel 33 God calls Ezekiel a watchman, and He says, in verses 7-9: “So you, son of man: I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel; therefore you shall hear a word from My mouth and warn them for Me. When I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked man, you shall surely die!’ and you do not speak to warn the wicked from his way, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity; but his blood I will require at your hand. Nevertheless if you warn the wicked to turn from his way, and he does not turn from his way, he shall die in his iniquity; but you have delivered your soul.”
Again, we read in Hebrews 13:17: “Obey those who rule over you, and be submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must give account.” God holds the rulers of the church to account for what the people of the church do. They are the watchmen, whose job is to warn the people, lest their sins overwhelm them. And if they fail in that duty, they share in the sins of those others. They bear part of the guilt for it.
Now, how different this all is to the popular idea that we have no right whatsoever to call anyone else to account for anything! No-one has any right to call anyone else’s behaviour into question. It’s up to me to live my life in the way that I think best, without you sticking your nose into my business. If you do have the gall to chip me for something, you’re being judgemental and narrow-minded and intolerant and unloving. This is the propaganda that is fed to us day after day. This is what our children are indoctrinated with at school. This is the line that TV shows and movies and books and pop songs continually push. We must, at all costs, be tolerant of just about everything!
But as Christians we have to reject that philosophy. It is an unscriptural philosophy, and it is a deadly philosophy. It is a philosophy that Satan loves, because it teaches that no-one should be called to account for their sin. But as we have just seen, Paul makes it so clear here that we must call one another to account for our sin, particularly our leaders. He charges Timothy “before God and the Lord Jesus Christ and the elect angels” to do so carefully and impartially. The alternative is that he will share in the sins of all those he has not warned, not called to account, not disciplined where necessary.

And there are many, many leaders of the church of God today who are in that position. They have refused to discipline the church members and its office bearers according to Scripture. They have bought into the world’s idea that to do so would be harsh and unloving, and so they have stood by and done nothing while their people drift further and further into sin and away from God. That is all backwards. True Christian love recognises the truth of Hebrews 12:6: “For whom the LORD loves He chastens, and scourges every son whom He receives.” The church, the discipline administered by the church, is one of the legitimate means by which the sons and daughters of God are chastened when they need it. It is an outworking of the love of God for His people, and His people for each other.
Let me close, therefore, by asking a couple of questions. Firstly: Are you faithful in your responsibility towards your brethren? Are you willing, if it becomes necessary, to go to your brother or sister, and in love seek to show them their fault? Or are you one of the many who would rather close their eyes and leave the problem to grow and fester, until it becomes so big that eventually someone else sees it, and hopefully deals with it?

Secondly: How are you at submitting to the chastening of God yourself? Do you rejoice to think that, if you should become “delinquent either in doctrine or life”, as our membership vows put it, there are those who will call you to account, admonishing you and if necessary disciplining you? Do you count that a privilege? Do you value it and thank God for it? Or is it something that galls you, something that you feel is an imposition? If that is the case for you, ask yourself why. Ask yourself why you fear and resent being called to account. Because if that is the way you feel, that is a clear indication that there is something seriously wrong in your heart. Perhaps there is a darling sin that you still cling to, a wrong attitude that you are reluctant to give up. Perhaps you are holding onto a grudge against someone, refusing to let it go. Perhaps there is some other reason. But whatever it is, search it out and sort it out, because if you don’t care to be called to account, that’s usually a pretty good indication that there’s something there that you ought to be called to account for.
And finally: Before worrying about sharing in the sins of others, what about your own? Do you know in your heart that your own sins are paid for? Do you know yourself to be entitled to the loving admonition and rebuke of the Father, because the testimony of your heart is that you are His child? Or is He still a distant stranger to you? Is Christ, through whom alone you can approach God, still unknown to you personally? If that is the case, the guilt of your own sin is still upon you. And the only escape from that guilt, and from the eternal judgement that it will eventually bring upon you, is to repent of your sins and trust in Christ to save you from them. Cry out to Him for mercy, and He will hear you!
Amen.
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