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The qualities of elders 

 

Many questions center around the qualifications of elders in the Lord’s church.  Often churches suffer from a lack of 

qualified elders - sometimes churches suffer because they have men serving as elders who are not really qualified.  

Sometimes churches deprive themselves of much-needed leadership because some people elevate the qualifications 

for elders into the stratosphere where no man could ever hope to attain the position.   

 

How does a congregation of the Lord’s church acquire elders to fulfill the role God gives them? To put it in as few 

words as possible: 1) Men must be qualified for the position; 2) They must be appointed to the task.  

 

The first qualification - which underlies all the rest - is simply that the elder must be a faithful Christian who has 

reached a level of spiritual maturity that all Christians should be striving for. No one is perfect, but we should expect 

our elders to noticeably possess the qualities – there must be no doubt at all they are mature Christians. 

 

A congregation may become so involved in discussing other questions that the members forget to ask the most 

obvious question: “Is he a faithful member of the Lord’s church?”  

 

The whole point of the qualities listed in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, is to help Timothy and Titus find mature Christian 

men whose lives had been changed forever as they walked with the Lord every day!  What he used to be doesn’t 

matter, what he is now is what matters!  Is he someone you look to as an example, someome you would be willing to 

follow! 

 

That’s why when considering someone for the office of shepherd or any leadership role, we ought to first ask if they 

are spiritual – if the fruit of the Spirit is evident in their life: 

 

Galatians 5:22-23: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law.” NKJV 

 

Elders, pastors, shepherds, bishops, should be prime examples of this spiritual fruit! 

 

Their hearts should be full of love and joy, expecially under adverse conditions when people oppose them or wrong 

them or disagree with them! Their hearts should be full of kindness and goodness that is visible to all – with a heart 

filled with overflowing faithfulness to God – with a heart that is gentle and under control!   

 

The question is not, “Is he a good old boy?” or “Is he someone I like?” or “Has he been nice to me?” or “Does he 

have a lot of money in the bank?” or “Is he the closest thing we have to an elder, and since we can’t have just one, 

we better put him in?” 

 

The question is this: “What is in his heart - is he a leader that God approves of?”  

 

Some churches set impossible standards, apparently believing an elder must be perfect and have never made a 

mistake. If that were true, no man to include the apostle Peter would ever qualify.   

 

Others have almost no standards at all. They seem to think that if a Christian man (especially a well to do man) is 

married and the couple has children who have been baptized, he is automatically qualified to be an elder, whether or 

not he has other qualifications. Nothing could be further from the truth! 

 

Many of the qualifications are matters of degree! All of us sin and make mistakes, elders are not perfect, they make 

mistakes and have many weaknesses! 
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Remember, most of these qualities are to be displayed by every Christian! In fact, all but three are  characteristics all 

Christians should have.  The three exceptions are “husband of one wife,” “having children who believe,” and “not 

a new convert.” 

 

Great care should be taken in the selection of elders! Congregations sometimes put unqualified men into the 

eldership, with the idea that they will “grow into the job.” A lot of people have been hurt by elders who should not 

have been elders. 

 

In some congregations, appointment to the eldership may be a prize for popularity or an acknowledgment of influence 

in the community, without regard in either case for spiritual qualities.  

 

The qualified leader must have maturity that people are willing to follow. He must  have a clear understanding of the 

church, its scope, its importance, and its mission. He must have his faith in God’s power, not his own. He must not be 

someone who is a prestige-seeker (look at me)! 

 

We need to avoid two extremes regarding these qualifications:  

 

1) Applying them so strictly that no man can ever qualify 

2) Saying that anything goes  

 

 Qualifications of elders 

 

Desire the office (1 Timothy 3:1):  A man must desire to be an elder or have his heart set upon doing the work of an 

elder in order to be scripturally qualified:  

 

1 Peter 5:2 – “Care for the flock that God has entrusted to you. Watch over it willingly, not grudgingly - not 

for what you will get out of it, but because you are eager to serve God.” NLT 

 

Must be blameless (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:6):  An elder must be a certain type of Christian man.  He must be 

“blameless” or “above reproach” – he is not to be blamed for sin – nothing can be proved against him, the charges 

don’t stick, they cannot be sustained.   

 

To be blameless does not mean to be sinless, for obviously no one is perfect. But as a Godly man he has obviously 

repented and is not living a lifestyle of deliberate sin!   

 

No person can be absolutely without fault in every respect.  Peter failed, but he repented and later served as an elder.   

 

Must be...the husband of one wife (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:6): The elder must be married. He can not be a 

polygamist – more than one wife (a problem in the first century).  His marriage must not be a second or subsequent 

marriage that violates God’s will (applies to all Christians):  

 

Matthew 19:9 - “And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries 

another, commits adultery; and whoever marries her who is divorced commits adultery.” NKJV 

 

Some churches believe that it is o.k. to have a man serve as an elder who has been scripturally divorced and remarried.  

I believe we should avoid putting into the eldership any man who is guilty of any deviation from God’s plan with 

respect to marriage – one man/one wife, for life!  
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Temperate (1 Timothy 3:2):  The word translated as “temperate” means “temperate in the use of wine” but can be 

and probably is used here figuratively in reference to every form of mental and spiritual drunkenness, excess, passion, 

and confusion.  To be temperate, or sober, means to be well-balanced, exercising self-control, to have a sound mind. 

   

An elder should be calm, dispassionate, and in control of his emotions – he is to be reasonable, fair, mild and gentle.  

He must be characterized by the ability to think and reason clearly, not given to rash judgments and hot headed 

actions.   

 

Soberminded_vigilant (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:8):  An elder must have common sense, and be serious about the 

work of the Lord.  He must be of sound mind, sane, in control of himself and capable of making good judgments. He 

is discreet, humbleminded, and modest. 

   

Elders cannot be impulsive, gullible, or unreasonable men.  They must be sensible men who are able to see a situation 

in all of its aspects and act in a responsible manner.  They must not be excitable or passionate or controversial: 

 

Proverbs 15:28 – “The heart of the godly thinks carefully before speaking; the mouth of the wicked overflows 

with evil words.”  NLT 

 

Of good behavior  (1 Timothy 3:2):  An elder must be a dignified, well-ordered, man - he cannot be ill-mannered 

and coarse and contemptible in behavior or appearance. He must be modest. 

 

Hospitable (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:8): 1 Peter 4:9 – “Be hospitable to one another without grumbling.” NKJV 

 

The elder must be someone who loves and is friendly to strangers and is given to hospitality. The basic idea of this 

word is entertaining strangers: Hebrews 13:1-2: “Let brotherly love continue. Do not forget to entertain 

strangers, for by so doing some have unwittingly entertained angels.”  NKJV 

 

This kind of openness of home and heart involves the wife and even the rest of the family.   

 

Able to teach (1 Timothy 3:2); Holds fast the faithful word he was taught (Titus 1:9):  An elder must be qualified 

to teach, he must be a man of the book, and he must have demonstrated his ability and skillfulness in teaching in order 

to qualify.  He must be able to protect his flock from false teaching and false teachers.  

 

A failure on the part of elders to be as familiar with the word as they should be not only helps false doctrine to go 

unchecked when it is taught, but it also creates an atmosphere in which unscriptural teaching is tolerated – that is 

totally unacceptable to God: 

 

Acts 20:28-31:  “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. For I know this, that 

after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. Also from among yourselves 

men will rise up, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after themselves. Therefore watch, and 

remember that for three years I did not cease to warn everyone night and day with tears.” NKJV 

 

There is no greater danger than appointing a leader who does not know the Bible.  He must be able to distinguish 

between what is true and what is false.  He must be able to defend the gospel.   

Not given to wine (1 Timothy 3:3; Titus 1:7):  In the Bible the word “wine” is used to refer to the juice of the grape 

in any form, whether fermented, freshly squeezed or still in the grape.  How the word is used in each passage tells us 

which form it is.   
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Proverbs 20:1 – “Wine produces mockers; alcohol leads to brawls.  Those led astray by drink cannot be wise.” 

NLT 

 

1 Corinthians 5:11 – “I meant that you are not to associate with anyone who claims to be a believer yet indulges 

in sexual sin, or is greedy, or worships idols, or is abusive, or is a drunkard, or cheats people. Don’t even eat 

with such people.” NLT 

 

Ephesians 5:18 – “Don’t be drunk with wine, because that will ruin your life. Instead, be filled with the Holy 

Spirit…” NLT 

 

What Paul is describing and condemning is a drunkard, one who is addicted to wine and keeps it close at hand.  An 

elder should not be controlled by wine.  He must avoid wine or strong drink.  He needs a clear head.  He cannot hide 

in a bottle!  The drinking of wine can be a stumbling block: 

 

Romans 14:21 – “It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything else if it might cause another believer 

to stumble.” NLT 

 

1 Thessalonians 5:22 - “Abstain from all appearance of evil.” KJV 

 

Not violent (not quarrelsome) (1 Timothy 3:3; Titus 1:7):  An elder cannot be a violent man with a quick temper 

who wants to setter arguments with his fists.   

 

Paul is describing a person who has a quarrelsome, contentious, combative nature, who wants to argue all the time.  

Troublemakers are not qualified to be elders in God’s church! 

 

Proverbs 20:3 – “Avoiding a fight is a mark of honor; only fools insist on quarreling.” NLT 

 

Ephesians 4:29 – “Don’t use foul or abusive language. Let everything you say be good and helpful, so that your 

words will be an encouragement to those who hear them.” NLT 

   

James 1:19-20: “So then, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath; for 

the wrath of man does not produce the righteousness of God.”  NKJV 

 

Not quick tempered (Titus 1:7): A quick-tempered man is someone who is easily provoked to anger. However, an 

elder is to be in control of himself – not someone who loses his temper very easily.  This doesn’t mean he has no 

temper, but that his temper, tongue and actions are under control.    

 

Psalm 37:8 – “Stop being angry! Turn from your rage! Do not lose your temper - it only leads to harm.” NLT 

 

Proverbs 15:18 – “A hot-tempered person starts fights; a cool-tempered person stops them.” NLT  

 

Proverbs 21:23 – “Watch your tongue and keep your mouth shut, and you will stay out of trouble.” NLT 

 

Proverbs 22:24-25: “Don’t befriend angry people or associate with hot-tempered people, or you will learn to be 

like them and endanger your soul.” NLT 

Ecclesiastes 7:9 – “Control your temper, for anger labels you a fool.” NLT 

 

Ephesians 4:26-27: “And “don’t sin by letting anger control you.” Don’t let the sun go down while you are still 

angry, for anger gives a foothold to the devil.” NLT 
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Ephesians 4:31 – “Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and slander, as well as all types of evil 

behavior.” NLT 

 

Colossians 3:8 – “But now is the time to get rid of anger, rage, malicious behavior, slander, and dirty 

language.” NLT 

 

Not greedy for money (not covetous) (1 Timothy 3:3; Titus 1:7):  An elder must avoid being greedy for money.  He 

is not to be covetous: Proverbs 16:8 – “Better to have little, with godliness, than to be rich and dishonest.” NLT 

 

1 Timothy 6:10 – “For the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. And some people, craving money, have 

wandered from the true faith and pierced themselves with many sorrows.” NLT 

 

Colossians 3:5 – “So put to death the sinful, earthly things lurking within you. Have nothing to do with sexual 

immorality, impurity, lust, and evil desires. Don’t be greedy, for a greedy person is an idolater, worshiping the 

things of this world.” NLT 

 

A greedy man will measure everything in terms of dollars.  His first question will be, “How much does it cost?”  

instead of “How much good will it do?”  The business of the church is saving souls, not collecting money.   

 

Gentle (1 Timothy 3:3; Titus 1:7):  An elder is a patient and kind man with a good heart.  He is gracious and easy to 

deal with – the exact opposite of violent. 

 

Rules his own house well; has children in submission with all reverence: (1 Timothy 3:4-5)! 

 

Having faithful children not accused of dissipation or insubordination (Titus 1:6):  An elder must have children 

who do not not have a reputation for being wild and rebellious. He must manage his own family well, having children 

who respect and obey him.  If he can’t manage his own household, how can he take care of God’s church. 

 

By properly disciplining and training his own children he demonstrates some ability to take care of the church.  If he 

has no children, there is no way of knowing whether he has the ability to govern and rule the congregation.   

 

Also, the experience gained in rearing and training his own children will be invaluable to him as he seeks to lead the 

people of the Lord in the way of truth and righteousness.   

 

Concerning the number of children, the language of the text does not mean he has to have more than one child – plural 

noun that is used can mean one (singular) or more (plural) (Matthew 19:29; Matthew 22:24).   

 

He must not be “a novice or a new convert.” (1 Timothy 3:6)! 

 

An elder must not be a recent convert. If he is a new Christian, he might become proud and the devil would cause him 

to fall. Not only would it be tragic for the church, but it would also be tragic for the individual.   

We should not put one into the eldership who is lacking the maturity which comes only with age and years of faithful 

service.   

 

He must “have a good testimony or reputation with those outside the church.” (1 Timothy 3:7)! 

 

If an elder does not have a good reputation in the community (people who are not members of the church), it will be 

very difficult for the church to be effective spreading the gospel in that community: Proverbs 16:7 – “When a man’s 

ways please the Lord, He makes even his enemies to be at peace with him.”  NKJV 
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Just and holy (Titus 1:8):  An elder is to be a just man, a righteous man, one who lives by faith.  He is to be holy or 

usable by God.     

  

Not self willed (Titus 1:7):  An elder must not be a selfish person who is inconsiderate of others, and who arrogantly 

asserts his own will and is always determined to have his own way. His concern must be for the church and the will of 

the Lord. 

 

Romans 12:16 – “Live in harmony with each other. Don’t be too proud to enjoy the company of ordinary 

people. And don’t think you know it all!” NLT 

 

Philippians 2:3-4: “Don’t be selfish; don’t try to impress others. Be humble, thinking of others as better than 

yourselves.
 
Don’t look out only for your own interests, but take an interest in others, too.” NLT 

 

A lover of what is good (Titus 1:8):  Or put simply, “loving goodness.”  This includes loving good of all kinds! 

 

Example to the flock (1 Peter 5:3):  He must allow the flock and the world to see Christ in himself through his 

words and deeds – he must be a servant! 

 

Matthew 20:26-28: “…Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to 

be first among you must become your slave. For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve others 

and to give his life as a ransom for many.” NLT 

 


