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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
THE PASTOR’S HIGH CALLING
1 Timothy 5:17-25
INTRODUCTION
Pastors are both one of the greatest gifts to the church, and one of its greatest dangers. The Apostle Paul wrote in Ephesians 4 that Jesus has given shepherds to the church as a gift to equip the saints for the work of ministry and to build up the body of Christ. They are to preach the Word, feed the flock, and care for the weak. They are to watch out for false teaching and wolves in sheep’s clothing. They are to shepherd the flock on behalf of the Good Shepherd himself, Jesus Christ, tending his flock as his faithful stewards. 
The problem is that not all who serve as pastors should be doing so. Some are even wolves in sheep’s clothing. This is a problem that the great prophets of old identified and lamented throughout Israel’s history. 
“But they are shepherds who have no understanding; they have all turned to their own way, each to his own gain, one and all.” – Isaiah 56:11
Jeremiah tells us of the consequences:
“For the shepherds are stupid and do not inquire of the LORD; therefore they have not prospered, and all their flock is scattered.” – Jeremiah 10:21
“My people have been lost sheep. Their shepherds have led them astray, turning them away on the mountains.” – Jeremiah 50:6
It turns out that striking the shepherd isn’t the only way to scatter the sheep. Bad shepherds do it just as effectively. 
Having godly, gifted pastors is clearly a matter of great importance to the health of the local church. In our text today, Paul tells us that when the Lord gives a church godly pastors, it is fitting for the church to honour them. But when pastors go astray – when they get lazy, or they stop preaching sound doctrine, or when they indulge in sin without repentance – the church has a responsibility to discipline them. 
If we’re going to cultivate gospel culture in God’s household, there is no topic more important for us to address than this. The household will only be healthy if the managers of the household are godly. We need to honour those who are faithful, and we need to discipline those who are not. That’s the only way that the church can flourish.
The title of this sermon is The Pastor’s High Calling. 
We will have three points: 
(1) Honouring Pastors
(2) Judging Pastors
(3) Ordaining Pastors
(1) HONOURING PASTORS
Paul is in the middle of giving Timothy instructions on how different believers in the church are to relate to one another. Older men are to be encouraged as fathers, younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters in all purity. Widows in the church are to be honoured through recognition and financial provision. And now Paul turns his attention to how the church is to relate to its pastors. 
17 Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching.
He calls them “elders” in verse 17, which is really just another title for pastors. Pastors are elders, and elders are pastors. They’re called elders because they are meant to be “spiritual seniors” in the church. They are mature in their character and their doctrine. They’re called pastors because that’s what they do in the church. “Pastor” literally means “Shepherd”. Those who are elders in the church are to shepherd the church. They are to feed them with the Word of God, they are to protect them from false teaching, and they are to lead them in such a way that they flourish. 
Paul says that they are to “rule”. This is the same word he used in 1 Timothy 3 when he said that elders must “manage” their own households well. They are to exercise spiritual oversight over the church as the teachers and guardians of God’s people. 
This is the responsibility of every pastor in the church. Every pastor is called by God to rule in the church, not as tyrants, or bullies, or business managers, but as shepherds. But among this group of shepherds, some are given the greater responsibility to preach and teach. Of course, every pastor needs to be able to teach. That’s one of the qualifications of an elder in 1 Timothy 3:2. But certain pastors have an additional calling and gifting to devote themselves to preaching and teaching to a higher degree. 
This is why some denominations have created a distinction between “ruling elders” and “teaching elders”. Teaching elders do the bulk of the preaching and teaching in the church, whereas ruling elders provide pastoral care and taking care of the church’s administration. 
In Sovereign Grace, we don’t have such a clear distinction between ruling elders and teaching, but we do follow the same principle. That’s why you’ll hear me preaching and teaching more than the other men. You’ll hear from them as well, because they’re also able to teach. But the bulk of the preaching and teaching responsibilities will be carried out by me.
Paul says that the elders who “rule well” are “worthy of double honour, especially those who labour in preaching and teaching.” He had just called the church to “honour widows who are truly widows”, which included financial provision. And now he calls the church to give “double honour” to the church’s elders, which also includes financial provision.
That’s why he quotes these two Scriptures in verse 18:
18 For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer deserves his wages.” 
The first is an Old Testament reference to Deuteronomy 25:4 (also quoted in 1 Cor. 9:9). The second is actually a reference to Luke 10:7 when Jesus sends out the seventy-two. That’s very interesting, because it appears that Paul had either a copy of Luke’s Gospel or a fragment of it and saw it as having the same standing as the Old Testament Scriptures. His point in quoting these verses is to remind the church that it has a God-given responsibility to provide for the material and financial needs of the shepherds that he has placed over it. 
Of course, it’s not always possible for a church to support its pastors. That’s one of the reasons why the Apostle Paul chose to make tents and make his own living in certain places. But the general principle is that the church should provide for its own pastors as it is able. 
The reason for this principle is that pastoring is hard work. It takes time, more time and effort than most men are able to give if they’re also working full-time in another capacity. Paul emphasizes the tiring nature of pastoral work in verse 17 when he speaks of those who “labour”, literally “grow weary” in preaching and teaching. Pastoring is wearying work. 
When we think of the nature of pastoral ministry, we’re not supposed to picture the “sage on the stage” who impresses everyone with his wisdom and wit. We’re supposed to picture an ox in the fields, the beast of burden who walks back and forth, all day long, rain or shine, treading over the wheat to separate the husks from the grain. 
Pastoring is tedious work. It’s laborious work. It’s the kind of work that exhausts you. You can’t just show up to church, open your Bible, and start saying whatever comes to mind. It takes study. It takes meditation. It takes wrestling over a text of Scripture to discern what it means, how to explain it, and how to apply it to people’s lives. It takes knowing God’s Word and knowing God’s people. You can’t preach to God’s people if you don’t know what they’re going through. Hence the late-night phone calls, the visits to people’s homes, the shoving aside of everything in your schedule, including your own family time, to care for a person in crisis. 
That is why the Scriptures teach that elders who rule well are to be considered “worthy of double honour”. If godly widows are worthy of honour, godly elders are worthy of double honour, especially those who labour in preaching and teaching, because above anyone else in a church, they bear the primary responsibility for the church’s health. That is why we are not supposed to muzzle the ox as it treads out the grain. We are to feed it, give it rest, and treat it with respect. 
If we weren’t going through 1 Timothy, I would have little reason to preach from these verses, because our church excels in showing honour to its pastors. Your pastors are well-provided for. Your pastors regularly experience the joy of feeling honoured by our church. We have never been in need of financial provision or respect. Even as many of you go through your own financial difficulties because of the pandemic, our church has continued to provide for us without reservation. 
And because of how you have honoured us, our church doesn’t have scrawny, weak, barely alive oxen. We have oxen that are healthy, strong, well-fed and well-watered. Pastoring is labour, but it is joyful labour because of how you have honoured us. 

(2) JUDGING PASTORS
But not all pastors are worthy of honour. Paul says those who “rule well” should be considered worthy of double honour. The implication is that there are those who don’t rule well who shouldn’t be honoured. Instead, they are to be rebuked and judged. This leads to our second point. 
Paul begins in verse 19 by quoting an evidentiary principle from Deuteronomy 19. That principle says that, for a charge to be established, there must be more than one witness. Courts today call this “corroboration”. Evidence must be corroborated to be trustworthy, and that requires more than just one witness, because if there were only one witness, it would be far too easy for individuals to slander the good reputations of godly people.
Here in verse 19, Paul reminds the church that this applies equally to elders. Yes, they are to be held to a higher standard. They are to be above reproach and worthy of imitation, but that doesn’t mean that we throw them under the bus as soon as someone complains about them. 
Kent Hughes, a veteran pastor with over 60 years of experience, writes about an occasion near the beginning of his ministry when a woman in the college group he led began to routinely drive around his house. Shortly after, she started spreading the rumour that he was going to leave his wife and marry her. That could have ruined his ministry. It could have deprived his church and the church at large of the wonderfully fruitful ministry he has had for the last sixty years, if it were not for this principle. 
That’s a bit of an extreme example, but it happens more than we realize. It doesn’t take much for a disgruntled member who doesn’t feel cared for to bring an accusation of incompetence or neglect, or for a person hardened by sin to spread a false rumour because he wants to tear down the church. We need to guard our elders against false accusations and defend their reputations against slander, because if Satan is going to target anyone in the church, it’s her pastors. It’s one of the enemy’s oldest tactics. Strike the shepherd, scatter the sheep. 
That is why the church should be slow to hear spurious charges. But it should also be quick to hear legitimate ones:
20 As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so that the rest may stand in fear. 
Verse 20 tells us that not only are there pastors who sin, but there are pastors who “persist in sin”. They don’t stop even after being confronted. They don’t receive correction. They don’t repent of their sinful ways. Instead, they persist in sin, and continue on their self-destructive paths to the peril of their own souls and their flocks. 
Such a man needs to be rebuked, not just in private, but in public. He needs to be rebuked “in the presence of all”. Why? “So that the rest may stand in fear”. Fear of the power of sin. Fear of its deceitful nature. Fear that no one is above sin and temptation, not even pastors, and that no one is above God’s judgment. Fear that if the godliest among us can fall, how much more could we? How much more do we need to guard our hearts, confess our sins, and devote ourselves to God’s Word? How much more do we need to watch our lives and our doctrine, that we might not fall into sin ourselves? 
In his classic book The Reformed Pastor, Richard Baxter writes this stirring exhortation to pastors, which could apply equally to any one of us:
“Take heed to yourselves, lest your example contradict your doctrine, and lest you lay such stumbling-blocks before the blind, as may be the occasion of their ruin; lest you unsay with your lives, what you say with your tongues; and be the greatest hinderers of the success of your own labours.” – Richard Baxter
If we say we want to make disciples, if we say we want the church to flourish, if we say that we want the gospel to advance in the world for the salvation of many, then we must watch our lives, because if we don’t, we will become the greatest hinderers to the success of our own labours. Not Satan, not secular society. We will be the ones who hinder the work of the gospel most.  
Who is responsible for hearing charges against pastors and potentially rebuking them? Since verse 19, Paul has been writing in the second person singular, which means that he was addressing Timothy directly. It was Timothy, as the lead elder at the church in Ephesus, who was responsible for holding rogue pastors in his church accountable. Timothy was responsible for the vetting of charges, the hearing of evidence, and the judgment of the case. And if his fellow pastor was found guilty, Timothy was responsible to rebuke him in the presence of all. 
You can only imagine how difficult this would have been, especially for a young pastor like him. But Paul impresses the weight of this responsibility on him in verse 21: 
21 In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of the elect angels I charge you to keep these rules without prejudging, doing nothing from partiality. 
Paul’s saying, “Timothy, do you want to know just how serious this is? This is so serious that God the Father, and God the Son, and all the holy angels are watching you.” Paul brings the full weight of God’s divine presence on Timothy so that he won’t neglect his responsibility. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that there are three witnesses here. Three witnesses who are ready to bring charges against Timothy if he fails to hold his fellow pastors accountable. 
Therefore, Timothy must not prejudge the case. He must do “nothing from partiality”. Partiality would say, “I can’t hold my fellow pastors accountable. They’re my brothers. We’ve been in the trenches together. We’ve prayed and wept together.” That’s prejudging the case. That’s showing partiality. That’s what he must not do. 
Likewise, he’s not to use these charges as an excuse to get back at fellow pastors he doesn’t like. That would be prejudging the case and showing partiality as well. Instead, he is to judge the case fairly, on the evidence before him, without regard to his personal relationships. 
John Calvin notes just how difficult this is when he writes,
Nothing is more difficult than to discharge the office of a public judge with so great impartiality as never to be moved by favor for any one, or to give rise to suspicions, or to be influenced by unfavorable reports, or to use excessive severity, and in every cause to look at nothing but the cause itself; for only when we shut our eyes to persons do we pronounce an equitable judgment. – John Calvin
There are times when pastors need to be judged. But they need to be judged fairly. The judicial panel must not be swayed by sympathy or by vengeance, but by justice. If their fellow elders persist in sin, they must be rebuked in the presence of all. But if they are found innocent of the charges brought against them, they must be vindicated and restored. 

(3) ORDAINING PASTORS
This leads to our final point: ordaining pastors. 
Paul’s final instruction regarding elders is that they should be chosen carefully. Verse 22:
22 Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of others; keep yourself pure. 
The laying on of hands can mean many things, but the context indicates that Paul is referring to the commissioning of elders, or what we call “ordination” today. He used similar language in 4:14 when he wrote about Timothy receiving his pastoral commission from the council of elders when they laid their hands on him. In this context, the laying on of hands is a physical gesture that symbolizes the passing on of spiritual authority to another. 
Here in verse 22, Paul says, “Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands”. Don’t be too quick to ordain men as pastors, because if you do, you may have to rebuke them one day. And if it comes to that, you’re going to share in their responsibility. Paul says that Timothy would “take part in the sins of others” by taking some responsibility for the sinful ways that they harm God’s people. So don’t be hasty in the laying on of hands. 
Philip Ryken summarizes this as follows:
“The best way for him to keep his hands clean is to refuse to lay them on men who are not qualified to become elders.” – Philip Ryken
This is one of the many reasons why I am so thankful for our family of churches. Sovereign Grace has created and implemented a rigorous ordination process that requires hundreds of hours of reading, multiple exams, and the writing of theological papers. It requires testing by a panel of local pastors and affirmation from the region. It’s a process that not many men can complete, but it exists so that we would not be hasty in the laying on of hands. 
I used to think that pastoral qualifications consisted of two things: desire and knowledge. If a man wanted to be a pastor, and he showed an above-average level of theological skill, then put him behind the pulpit. But as we’ve seen in 1 Timothy, pastoral qualifications go much deeper than that. Character is king when it comes to pastoring, not a man’s gifts. A man needs to be able to lead, not just by the force of his personality, but by the godliness of his life. He must live a life worthy of imitation in his family life, in his integrity, and in his personal devotion to God. 
Likewise, a man needs much more than a basic level of theological training. He needs to be able to preach sound doctrine and rebuke those who contradict it. His convictions need to be strong enough and mature enough to enable him to speak out against false teaching and against false teachers. That takes study. That takes character. That takes leadership. 
Charles Spurgeon once said,
“A man must have a great heart if he would have a great congregation.” 
That’s why our ordination process exists. It exists to help us find men with great hearts who can lead a great congregation. And by great, Spurgeon wasn’t speaking about great numbers. He was speaking of depth, not breadth. He must lead with light and heat, with truth and passion, so that his church would truly flourish. 
Paul ends with a personal note and a comforting reminder. Verse 23:
23 (No longer drink only water, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments.) 
There’s some debate on why this verse appears in the middle of these instructions on elders. I think the best explanation is that, as Paul was exhorting Timothy in the strongest possible terms, he was reminded of his weakness. Timothy wasn’t just young. He was often physically ill. And so, in what you could call a “fatherly footnote”, he urges him to drink a little wine, not a lot, but a little, to help him with his frequent ailments. 
Lastly, verses 24-25:
24 The sins of some people are conspicuous, going before them to judgment, but the sins of others appear later. 25 So also good works are conspicuous, and even those that are not cannot remain hidden.
Paul wants to remind Timothy that he’s not going to get it all right. Even if he’s careful in ordaining elders, the chances are that he’s going to make the wrong calls. That’s because some people’s sins may be conspicuous, marching on in the sight of all until they reach the judgment seat of God, but the sins of others aren’t so obvious. They will appear later, but for now they are hidden. Paul’s telling Timothy that even the wisest can be fooled, but no one can fool the only wise God. Timothy may make mistakes, but God won’t, and he will make everything right in the end. 
In the same way, “good works are conspicuous, and even those that are not cannot remain hidden.” People may not see all of Timothy’s secret labours. They may not appreciate how much he had to wrestle with God and weep over the thought of disciplining his fellow elders. But God sees it all, and in his divine mercy and grace, he will bring all of it to light on the final day. 

CONCLUSION
Are your sins being done in secret? Are you doing what you know is wrong, or what you know violates God’s holy commands, and yet you’re doing it anyways because you think that no one sees? Your sins may not be seen now, but they will be seen later. Jesus says in Luke 12 that even what “you have said in the dark shall be heard in the light, and what you have whispered in private rooms shall be proclaimed on the housetops.” What is unseen will be seen, because it is seen by God himself.  
But in Jesus Christ, you have a Saviour, a Saviour who will not only forgive your sins but blot them out so that they will never be seen again. You have a Saviour who went to the cross, so that when our sins are brought before the judgment seat of God, and Satan our accuser cries out for our condemnation, Christ would take his stand as our advocate and declare, “I have paid for this one’s sins. They are fully washed away by the blood that I shed on the cross so that there is now no condemnation.” 
That is the promise of the gospel. That is the grace that Christ extends to you today, that all your sins, whether they are public or private; seen or unseen; past, present, or future; can be paid for by the death of Jesus Christ. But you must repent, and you must believe. You must turn away from your life of sin and devote yourself to living for him. Come to him, and he will receive you with love and mercy. 
And for anyone who feels called to be a pastor, God reminds you that you desire a noble task. It is a high calling to be called as a pastor. It is a calling that comes with immense joys, weighty responsibilities, and dangerous temptations. 
So if you want to be a pastor, don’t just watch your doctrine. Watch your life. Conduct yourself in all purity. Cultivate humility. Lead by example. Walk closely with the Lord. 
May the Lord give our church the joy of laying hands on and ordaining many men, not hastily, but carefully. May the Lord raise out of our church shepherds after his own heart, so that he might receive the glory. 


