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A few months ago the Sessions of Laggan and Newtonmore met together to consider a questionnaire sent out
by the special commission of the General Assembly which is inquiring into the rights and wrongs of ordaining
homosexual people for ministry.  One of the questions which we had the respond to was whether we thought
that there should be different rules for ministers than for so-called "ordinary" church members. Paul here
seems to be saying that there should.

In what we read today we hear Paul giving Timothy instructions about how to appoint leaders in his flock.
Two sorts of people are mentioned: "Bishops" or overseers, and deacons, or servants.  We don't know exactly
what is meant by the first kind: people with oversight of others, of course, but whether more as we think of a
minister or as we think of a Bishop is not clear.  By this stage in the church's growth the ways in which it was
organised were not yet formalized.  However we know that leaders of the church are being described.

The second category, deacons, we see being instituted in Acts.  There they are appointed to see to the practical
running of things, to free up the apostles for preaching the word.  However the first deacons also were
expected to be people of faith who would use their opportunities to speak for Christ.  The most notable of them
was Stephen, who, of course gave a long and impassioned speech to the Jewish authorities before he was
stoned to death.

Bishops and deacons.  Not titles that we use in this church (though the Church of Scotland has deacons in some
parishes).  But we do still have leaders of our congregation.  We have a minister.  We have elders.  We have
members of the Congregational Board.  And we have so-called ordinary church members.  Paul gives some
rules for the leaders.  Does that mean that the others can ignore them and go their own way?  Are you off the
hook?

In public life, when someone who is a leader: a politician or the president of a company, say, is discovered not
keeping the rules scrupulously, the usual thing is that people demand they go.  We've seen that a lot in the last
few years.  But also, if the company or the political system is found to be failing, the normal demand is that
the leader, the person in charge should take responsibility and "do the decent thing."  That's why there has been
outrage that the man who runs the Pay As You Earn system for the tax authorities has said he has nothing to
answer when there have been 6 million people over or under-charged.  If you are a leader, you have to take
responsibility, you have to be prepared to be under scrutiny.

A leader has to keep the same rules as everyone else.  If they do not, then others think that they too can make
up their own mind what is right and wrong in a situation.  If the secretary of the Golf Club makes a habit of
driving a tractor over the greens, he can’t really object if the members drive their cars there!  If school prefects
regularly smoke behind the bike sheds, they are in no position to report other pupils who do the same thing!

And so the standards which Paul lays down for the chosen leaders in the church are not specially tough, but
are the standards which are expected of us all: but those who are leaders should remember that they are in the
public eye, and that they lead as much by what they do and do not do as by their words; and so such conduct
will be looked for from them first.

What are the standards?  To be above reproach - that’s pretty general and far-reaching.  So Paul elaborates.
He, if a man, should be the husband of only one wife.  That’s what the Greek says.  Some translations take it
as being married only once.  But nowhere does Scripture say that re-marriage, especially after bereavement,
is a bad thing.  Indeed elsewhere it is recommended.  But Paul and Timothy lived in a polygamous society.



In parts of the Graeco-Roman world it was quite acceptable to have more than one wife - especially in the
Middle Eastern areas.  In some societies it is still acceptable: parts of tribal Africa have this tradition.  The
Christian faith has always said that this is not ideal.  Here, I think, Paul is saying that you don’t have to have
only one wife to become a Christian (to say that might mean women being divorced, disgraced and left
destitute through no fault of their own), but since it is not ideal, not what even every branch of civil society
would accept, such men could not be leaders in the church.  It would give the world the wrong idea.  There
may be modern equivalents of this: areas which would not exclude a person from being a Christian -
everything is forgiven us - but which would mean that such a person should not be a leader lest it gives the
wrong idea of what a Christian should do.

The leader is also to be temperate - in temperament and in action; sensible, hospitable, and an apt teacher.
There is no point in having a silly leader who can’t teach, and who avoids the society of others!  The leader
has not to be some other things: not to be a drunkard (knowing when to stop is important), not violent, but
gentle - this is a world which did not value gentleness, especially in men.  You might say that it wasn’t a
million miles away from our own culture on that.  The leader is not to be quarrelsome and not a lover of
money: otherwise how could he or she be trusted?  And it isn’t just the public life of the leader: how he is at
church, how she is in the world that matters.  The home life is important too.  People look to their leaders to
give an example in every area of life, even if it isn’t what they were appointed to do.  So the leader must have
a good home: not chaotic, but having a pattern to it.  After all if you can’t run a family, how can you run God’s
family, the church?  And lastly the leader must not be a recent convert.

That is an important point.  Very often it has happened that a person who has a great personality or is used to
leading in the world has become a Christian, or has, with only small knowledge of the practical outworkings
of the Christian faith, attached him or herself to a church.  People have fallen on them with glad cries “He can
help lead us in this, she knows all about business, she can give us a lead on the other.”   But he or she doesn’t
know that the way that the church goes about business is different from the way the world does.  The church’s
bottom line is not profit and gain, but service and love.  It makes a difference.

What Paul says about leaders is just common sense.  But it was needed then and it is needed now.  Should
ministers and elders be held to higher standards than anyone else?  Maybe not, but they should expect greater
scrutiny.

But what is Paul not saying here?  He is not saying anything about the knowledge of the faith that the leaders
should have.  He doesn’t say that our leaders should be more gifted in prayer, more prone to falling into trances,
have discovered truths that the rest of us can’t yet understand.  He is looking for good sense and gentle caring
rather than showy spirituality.  This would have been quite a surprise to many in Ephesus - it is a surprise to
people outside the church too, when they think about it.  I don’t know how often people - hairdressers,
opticians, travel agents and goodness knows who else have asked me about why I feel called to be a minister.
The idea of call excites people, it seems, and they expect a dramatic story.

Timothy and Paul lived surrounded by many different varieties of what we know as “Mystery Religions”.  The
thing that these belief systems had in common was the sense that there were hidden things which you had to
progress to learn.  It’s an enticing idea.  It’s the same idea that keeps people hooked on computer games and
ds games today.  You have to conquer one level before you can get to the next, and there are more and more
marvels and hidden secrets waiting for you as you go further into the world of the game. It was the same in
the Mystery Religions.  A new initiate couldn’t hope to understand as much about their faith as a more
experienced devotee.

Some people thought that this new faith in Jesus must be like this too.  You would have to go deeper and
deeper to understand what it was about.  But no.  Right at the end of the chapter Paul quotes what must have
been a prayer or popular creedal saying of the early church:

He was revealed in the flesh,
vindicated by the Spirit,
seen by angels,
proclaimed among the Gentiles,



believed in throughout the world,
taken up in glory.

This is the truth about Jesus.  It’s not in chronological order, telling his story, but in couplets which balance
each other.  So Jesus came in a human body - but on the other hand it was God’s Spirit who proved that what
he had taught was right (that is a reference to God’s raising him from death.)  He was seen by angels, but on
the other hand he was also proclaimed among even the Gentiles - so he spans both the heavenly and the earthly
populations.  He was believed in throughout the world, but on the other hand he was taken up to heaven again
- or perhaps that last statement means that the growing belief in Christ is his glory.

And that’s it.  All the mystery, all the secret knowledge of our faith is contained there.  There isn’t anything
else to learn.  Of course by thinking deeply about this truth, about Jesus, we can understand better what it
means for us, and it can change our lives more and more.  But the basic gospel is very simple.  One writer has
summed it up as “God is nice and he loves me.”  The theologian Karl Barth said that it was “Jesus loves me
this I know for the Bible tells me so.”  The crafty human mind likes to think that there are secrets and mysteries
out there.  There are experiences which faith sometimes brings to us, there is always more of God to discover,
but the basics of our faith are very simple.  A child can know them.  We complicate faith at our peril.

God’s leaders are called to have the simple faith of all God’s people.  God’s people are called to work out what
that faith means with common sense and gentleness.  Yes, our leaders are given to us to show by example what
that means, but all of us are called to follow the way of Jesus in love, in humility, and with discipline.

Amen.


