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Wise Counsel for Preachers and Ordinations

Against an elder receive not an accusation, but before two or three witnesses. Them that sin rebuke
before all, that others also may fear. | charge thee before God, and the Lord Jesus Christ, and the
elect angels, that thou observe these things without preferring one before another, doing nothing by
partiality. Lay hands suddenly on no man, neither be partaker of other men’s sins: keep thyself
pure. Drink no longer water, but use a little wine for thy stomach’s sake and thine often infirmities.
Some men’s sins are open beforehand, going before to judgment,; and some men they follow after.
Likewise also the good works of some are manifest beforehand; and they that are otherwise cannot

be hid. (1Timothy 5:19-25)

I have chosen to treat all of these verses as a
single thematic unit. The context seems to urge
this perspective.  After urging the church’s
support for its ministry, Paul cautions them to
hold ministers in high regard. These men
inherently hold a prominent place, a situation
that often leads to undue criticism against them.
The juiciest gossip of the day focuses on a
preacher who made a mistake that dishonored his
ministry. Even Christians are prone to this
ungodly gossip.

Paul’s rule that begins this lesson would
immediately curb most of the dissension and
unrest that occurs in churches. 1f someone raises
a charge or wants to pass along a “secret” about
a minister, we should immediately stop the
person in their tracks. “What proof do you have?
What value can you offer that justifies your
telling me or anyone else about this allegation?
What if it proves to be a false charge?” If a
person cannot produce personal witnesses and
justify the need to discuss the matter with you,
they should be stopped immediately from further
discussion. If we listen to gossip, we must
accept a measure of blame for its damage.

In a balanced measure that deals realistically
with the question of ministers who are indeed
human and occasionally do err, Paul adds a
further directive. When witnesses confirm a
preacher’s error, it should be confronted in the
public assembly of the church. The man should
be publicly rebuked and urged to repent. Further
the church should work intently to help this man
recover from his error, not merely sit in
judgment and gossip about his conduct. The
whole church becomes a tool in helping the man
regain his integrity and his ministry. It appears
that Paul views public rebuke as a necessary step

in the recovery process for fallen ministers,
perhaps so for all believers.

The treatment toward falsely accused or
erring ministers is to be equally applied to all.
You don’t forgive an egregious sin because the
man who sinned is a favored friend. Nor do you
apply excessive harshness to a man because you
and he haven’t gotten along in the past.

Although the text cannot clearly affirm the
point, some commentaries (The Bible Knowledge
Commentary as an example) make verse 23
parenthetic to Paul’s ongoing dialogue regarding
the church’s administration of spiritual gifts,
including, but not limited to their ordination.
The flow of information would indicate the
possibility. How does Timothy’s taking a
measured amount of wine for his health relate to
the qualifications and ordination of other men?

Verse 22, “Lay hands suddenly on no
man...” appears to refer to ordination.
Occasionally writers will apply the verse to
whether we receive a charge against a minister or
not. This view, correct whether or not it presents
the primary lesson, holds that we should give the
benefit of the doubt to a minister who comes
under accusation till we know by hard evidence
and witnesses that he has erred. Given the
greater context, it is my view that Paul is
referring to the practice of laying hands on a man
to ordain him to office, either minister or deacon.
Sudden or hasty ordinations occur without
sufficient evidence and time to observe the man
in a variety of situations to truly reach any valid
conclusion as to his calling and qualifications. |
do not favor speedy ordinations.

It appears that the “Some men’s sins are open
beforehand...” idea that follows this warning
against speedy ordinations relates directly to



Paul’s caution. Why avoid quick ordination?
The reason is obvious. Due to personality and to
the variety of circumstances that surface over
time, it is necessary for preachers and the church
of the man’s membership to observe him for a
lengthy time before considering him for
ordination. Some men seem to live open lives
regardless of their situation. If they make a
mistake, they make if for all to see. It is open
immediately, so that people know it for better or
worse. Other men are by nature more private.
They may make the same mistake, but do so in a
manner that does not reveal the error until much
later. Allow time to pass, and both men’s
conduct will become apparent. However, due to
one man’s temperament, if we were inclined
toward hasty ordinations, we might ordain one
man right away and hesitate to ordain the other
man for years. Both men commit the same
infraction, but one does so in a more obvious and
public manner than the other. The church’s
judgment should not be administered so as to
leave it open to such inconsistencies. “And let
these also first be proved” (1 Timothy 3:10)
should be the habit of a church toward anyone
considered for ordination.

The wisdom of Paul’s caution here should be
obvious. What if a church makes a mistake in
calling for a man’s ordination to either office?
How do you “un-ordain” a man? You might as
well try to un-scramble an egg. The personal
wounds to the man and his family are
devastating. It is far wiser to proceed with gentle
caution in such matters.

How long should a church expect a man to
speak and function in ministry under the pastor’s
mentoring  before  considering him  for
ordination? We should judge each case on its
merits, not try to follow a prescribed program or
timeline. One thing seems certain from Paul’s
Pastoral letters; do not be hasty in ordination.

Various pastors and churches follow different
procedures in their efforts to apply Paul’s
instructions to our contemporary church setting.
I know of at least one respected pastor who will
not consider ordaining a man to the ministry,
regardless of how effective he is in the pulpit, till
a church calls him as its pastor. This is a
sensible practice. | am inclined to view it as a
worthy habit in our time and culture.

A general practice that our churches follow is
for a man to visit various churches in the region
where he lives so that several pastors have
opportunity to hear him speak and to observe his
demeanor with other believers. Although the
actual decision to call for a man’s ordination

should be the church of his membership, they
should do so advisedly and only with the
concurrence of surrounding churches that have
had occasion to hear the man speak and to see
his conduct firsthand.

How many ministers should an individual
church ordain or have in its membership? It
seems reasonably clear that most of the New
Testament churches had more than one minister
laboring among them. However, it also seems
clear than only one man is to serve as the pastor
of a church. The New Testament knows nothing
of “pastoring by committee,” nor should it.
Depending on a church’s membership, a variety
of preachers might serve various needs and
encourage the membership more than a single
pastor is capable of doing. I reject “co-pastor” or
“associate pastor” concepts as encroaching on
the pastoral responsibility of the pastor whom
God has called and assigned to a local church.

In the case of deacons, an office that does not
grow out of a divine “calling,” but rather is based
on the individual church’s need, the matter
seems more reasonably left to the church of the
man’s membership. How many deacons does a
church need? In most cases they may not need
as many as they want to ordain. We can make a
reasonable case that the Jerusalem church
numbered close to ten thousand members when
the apostles ordained seven men as deacons
(Acts 6). The number depends on the individual
church’s need. What activities need the attention
and wisdom of a qualified deacon? How many
deacons are needed to ensure that these needs are
met? In most churches two to three deacons is
more than sufficient.

One need only experience one or two unwise
ordinations and the aftermath that they inevitably
create to realize the incredible wisdom that Paul
displayed in this chapter. The honor of ministry
in this lesson grows out of the man’s conduct,
not out of a piece of paper given to him at
ordination. A church should follow wise
judgment in ordinations. May we practice Paul’s
godly counsel with gentle grace and spiritual
discernment. The mentoring process described
in 2 Timothy 2:2 requires time and patience to
grow strong, godly leaders. We should exercise
caution in selecting the men whom we ordain,
and we should expect exemplary conduct from
them after their ordination. These thoughts seem
almost elementary, but they are essential to a
church’s wise administration of the ministry that
God sends to it. Be cautious in selecting the men
to be ordained, and expect—demand—that they
honor their position after ordination.
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