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J. W. McGarvey on the Eldership

QUALIFICATIONS FOR THE OFFICE

The qualifications for the office of an Elder are all 
prescribed by the Apostle Paul in I Timothy 3 and 
Titus 1. They are distributable into six natural divi-
sions, and it will simplify our investigation to ex-
amine these divisions separately. They are distin-
guished as they relate respectively to experience, 
reputation, domestic relations, character, habits, 
and ability to teach and rule. We will consider them 
in this order.

 1. Experience. We mean by this, experience in the 
life of a Christian. Paul says that an Elder should 
not be a new convert, lest, being lifted up with 

pride, he fall into the condemnation of the devil. I 
Tim. 3:6. The reason here given shows that the of-
fice was one of high honor and responsibility; oth-
erwise, the occupant of it would incur no danger of 
being lifted up with pride. The condemnation of 
the devil is the condemnation into which the devil 
fell, which, according to Paul’s understanding of it, 
resulted from pride. A new convert would be more 
likely to fall into this sin than an experienced Chris-
tian, because he would more recently have escaped 
the habitual service of Satan, and would have led 
power to resist temptation. In assigning this quali-
fication, the apostle shows how important it is that 
pride of office shall not characterize the Eldership. It 
is the same important lesson that Jesus taught the 
disciples when he said, “He that would be greatest 
among you, let him be servant of all.”

 Within what period after his immersion a man 
ceases to be a new convert, is not here indicated. It 
is left to the decision of those interested in the selec-
tion and ordination of Elders. It is not at all difficult 
for men of common sense to decide what members 
of a given church are new converts, although it 
would be difficult to express the idea more defi-
nitely than it is done by the apostle.

 2. Reputation. The good which a church is capa-
ble of accomplishing in a community depends very 
much upon its reputation, and the reputation of the 
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church depends much upon that of its representative men. Most wisely, 
therefore, it is required that an Elder shall have a “good report of them 
that are without, lest he fall into reproach and the snare of the devil.” I 
Tim. 3:7. If he falls into reproach, not only is the church reproached with 
him, but he must soon lose his influence over the membership of the 
church, and it is difficult for the devil to construct a snare more likely to 
catch his victim than when he brings an Elder into reproach within the 
church. Both the Elder himself and many members of his flock are ex-
posed to almost certain ruin in that event. Many brethren can be found 
who have been caught in this snare, and who are now either standing 
aloof from the church, or coldly and sourly looking on and criticizing 
those who do the work which they once failed to do.

 This qualification has a necessary limitation. When they that are 
without are men who despise what is good, and hold in bad repute the 
man who acts according to the will of Christ, we can not understand the 
apostle to mean that the Elder shall have a good report from them; nor, 
indeed, does he refer to men of that character, whether many or few in 
the community. He refers to men whose opinion is worth considering, 
and who know the habits of the Elder. He must have a good report from 
them in regard to his moral and religious character.

 It is seldom, according to our observation, that a church has been so 
thoughtless as to select a man for the Elder’s office who was very defi-
cient in this qualification, but it often happens that in the course of his 
career, an Elder falls into bad repute, sometimes unjustly, but oftener, 
justly. Many churches are now languishing under the incubus of an Eld-
ership composed partly of such material, and they can never flourish till 
relieved by the death or resignation of the unfortunate party. It is too 
hazardous, in such cases, to wait for death to bring the desired relief, 
and voluntary resignations are least likely to occur with just that class of 
men. It is the duty, therefore, of all churches thus afflicted, to call upon 
the party to resign the office. It is a duty of a most delicate nature, re-
quiring all the wisdom and prudence of which the leading men of the 
church are capable, but it must, at all hazards, be done. A conference of a 
large number of the more intelligent and disinterested members, con-
ducted in the most private manner possible, and its decision communi-
cated in the most considerate manner, will always effect the object with 
a man whose feelings are at all delicate. If, in any case, this should fail, 
more open and public means should be resorted to; for an Elder must 
have a good report from them that are without, and upon the church 
rests the responsibility of seeing that no man is retained in the office 
who does not possess this qualification.

 3. Domestic relations. To Timothy and Titus both, the apostle pre-
scribes that the overseer shall be the husband of one wife. There has 
been a vast amount of disputation as to whether this requires him to be 
a married man. It is alleged, in opposition to this idea, that when 
churches were planted among a people practicing polygamy, men 
would frequently be immersed who had a plurality of wives, and that 
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the apostle intends only to prohibit such from be-
ing made overseers. Undoubtedly the use of the 
numeral one in the text has this force, and it would 
be unlawful to place a polygamist or bigamist in 
the office. But while the expression has this force, 
we think that candor requires the admission that it 
also has the effect of requiring a man to be a mar-
ried man. That he should be the husband of one 
wife, forbids having less than one as clearly as it 
forbids having more than one. If it be said that a 
man owns but one farm, it is just as clearly implied 
that he owns one as that he owns no more than 
one. Moreover, the context confirms the conclu-
sion; for the apostle proceeds in both epistles to 
state how the overseer must govern his household, 
[56] and especially his children; which statements 
imply that he is to be a man of family.

 It has been urged as an objection to this conclu-
sion, that it would disqualify Paul himself, and 
Barnabas and Timothy for the office of Elder al-
though they held offices or positions of much 
greater responsibility. But this objection can have 
no force, unless it be made to appear that these 
brethren were qualified for the Elder’s office, or 
that the qualifications of an Apostle or an Evangel-
ist include those of an Elder. Neither of the two, 
however, can be made to appear, and therefore the 
objection has no force whatever. Indeed, it seems 
most fitting that men whose chief work led them 
from city to city and nation to nation, through all 

kinds of danger and hardship, should be freed 
from the care of a family, and equally fitting that 
the shepherd, whose work was always at home 
and in the midst of the families of his flock, should 
be a man of family. A married man certainly pos-
sess advantages for such work that are impossible 
to an unmarried man, and the experience of the 
world must confirm the wisdom of the require-
ment that the overseer shall be the husband of one 
wife. It may be well to add that one living wife is 
clearly meant, and that there is no allusion to the 
number of deceased wives a man may have had. If 
my wife is dead, I am not now her husband.

 It in also required that the candidate for the 
Eldership shall “rule well his own house, having 
his children in subjection with all gravity;” or, as it 
is expressed in Titus, “having faithful children not 
accused of riot, or unruly.” The reason given for 
this requirement is this: “For if a man know not 
how to rule his own house, how shall he take care 
of the church of God?” The figure of interrogation 
is here employed in order to assert, most emphati-
cally, that if a man does not know how to rule his 
own house, he cannot take care of the Church of 
God—he is incompetent to fill the office of over-
seer. It is altogether vain for uninspired men to 
demur against a decision so emphatically rendered 
by an apostle; we therefore accept it without quali-
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