
Qualification for Elders 
 
The Apostle Paul* gives very explicit advice concerning who might 

properly be recognized by the Church as elders—describing in detail what 
should be their character, etc. In his letter to Timothy on this subject (1 Tim. 
3:1-7) he reiterates the same in slightly different language. In addressing 
Titus, who evidently was another general overseer (Tit. 1:5-11), he describes 
their duties toward the Church. The Apostle Peter on the subject says, 
"The elderswhich are among you I exhort, who am also an Elder,...Feed the 
flock of God which is among you, taking the oversight thereof...not for filthy 
lucre, but of a ready mind; neither as being lords over God's heritage, but 
being ensamples to the flock." 1 Pet. 5:1-3 

 

* 1 Tim. 3:2; 5:17; 1 Thess. 5:12; Jas. 5:14 
 

They should be generous men, men of pure lives, having no more than one 
wife; and if they have children it should be noticed to what extent the parent 
has exercised a wholesome influence in his own family—for it should 
reasonably be judged that if he has been derelict in his duty toward his 
children, he probably would be unwise or derelict in his counsels and his 
general ministries amongst the Lord's children in the Ecclesia, the Church. He 
is not to be double-tongued or deceptive, not to be a brawler or a contentious 
person. He should be one of good reputation amongst those outside the 
Church: not that the world will ever love or rightly appreciate the saints, but 
that the world should, at least, be unable to point to anything derogatory to 
their character as respects honesty, uprightness, morality, truthfulness. There 
is no limitation made respecting the number of elders in a Church or Ecclesia. 

In addition to the foregoing limitations, it is required that an Elder shall be 
"apt to teach"; that is to say, he must have ability as a teacher, explainer, 
expounder of the divine plan, and thus to be able to assist the Lord's flock in 
word and in doctrine. It is not essential to eldership that the 
talent [F250] or qualifications of a "prophet" or public speaker be possessed; 
there may be found several in the same Church possessing teaching abilities 
and pastoral and other qualifications of an Elder, and yet possibly none 
possessing the qualifications of a public speaker or declaimer of the divine 
plan.The Lord should be trusted to raise up such servants as are needful, and if 
none are supplied the need may be doubted. We might here remark that some 
of the most prosperous Ecclesias, gatherings or congregations are those in 
which there is no great talent for public speaking, and in which, consequently, 



Bible studies are the rule rather than the exception.The Scriptures clearly show 
that this was a custom in the early Church, too; and that when they came 
together an opportunity was offered for the exercise of the various talents 
possessed by the various members of the body—one to speak, others to pray, 
many, if not all, to sing. Experience seems to show that those companies of 
the Lord's people which follow this rule most closely, receive the largest 
amount of blessing and develop the strongest characters. That which is merely 
heard by the ear, however well-spoken and however good, is not impressed 
upon the heart so thoroughly as though the individual himself exercised his 
mind in connection with it, as is sure to be the case in a properly conducted 
Bible study in which all should have encouragement to take part.* 

 

*Our new Bible, with references to the Studies, Towers and booklets, and 
with a special topical index in the back, is excellently adapted to the use of the 
Lord�s dear people, and we are glad for their sakes that it has come into such 
general use, feeling sure that it will mean great blessing and progress, not only 
in the clear examination of the same in character building. 

 

Others of the elders, perhaps not so apt to teach, may be just in their element 
in prayer and testimony meetings, which should be a feature amongst the 
various gatherings of the Lord's people. He who finds himself possessed of a 
good talent of exhorting should exercise that talent rather than let it lie 
dormant while endeavoring to exercise a talent which he does not possess in 
any special degree. The Apostle says, "he that exhorteth let him wait upon 
exhortation," let him give his ability and service in that direction: "him that 
teacheth [who has a talent for exposition—for making the Truth plain] let him 
give his attention to the teaching." 

[F251]  
As the word bishop or overseer has a wide range of meaning, so also has the 

word pastor.No one but an Elder is competent to be a pastor, or overseer, or 
shepherd. A pastor, or shepherd in a flock, is an overseer of the flock; the two 
words are practically synonymous. The Lord Jehovah is our Pastor or 
Shepherd in the largest sense of the word (Psa. 23:1), and his Only Begotten 
Son, our Lord Jesus, is the great Shepherd and Bishop (overseer) of our 
souls—to all the flock, everywhere. The general overseers and "Pilgrims" are 
all shepherds or pastors—looking out for the interest of the general flock; and 
every local Elder is a pastor, shepherd, overseer in a local capacity. It will be 
seen, then, that the elders in the Church should primarily possess 
general qualifications fitting them for eldership, and secondarily that their 
special natural qualifications should determine in what part of the service they 



can best serve the Lord's cause—some in connection with the evangelistic 
work and others in connection with the pastoral work amongst the sheep 
already evangelized, already consecrated, already in the fold; some locally and 
some in a wider field. 

We read, "Let the elders that rule well be accounted worthy of double 
honor, especially they who labor in word and doctrine." (1 Tim. 5:17,18) On 
the strength of these words the nominal church has built up a class of 
Ruling Elders; and has claimed for all elders a ruling or authoritative, if not a 
dictatorial, position amongst the brethren. Such a definition of "ruling" is 
contrary to all the presentations of the Scriptures on the subject. Timothy, 
occupying the position of a general overseer, or Elder, was instructed by the 
Apostle, saying, "Rebuke not an Elder, but exhort him as a brother," etc. "The 
servant of the Lord must not strive, but be gentle toward all men." Nothing 
here, certainly, would sanction an autocratic ruling, or dictatorial bearing—
meekness, gentleness, long-suffering, brotherly-kindness, love, must be 
prominent qualifications of those recognized as elders. They must in every 
sense of the word be ensamples to the flock. If, therefore, they should be 
dictatorial, the example [F252] to the flock would be that all should be 
dictatorial; but if they should be meek, long-suffering, patient, gentle and 
loving, then the illustration to all would be in accordance therewith. A more 
literal rendering of the passage under consideration shows it to mean that 
honor should be given to the eldersin proportion as they manifest faithfulness 
to the responsibilities of the service they have accepted. We might, therefore, 
render the passage thus: Let the prominent elders be accounted worthy of 
double honor, especially those bending down through hard work in preaching 
and teaching. 

 
Election of Elders 

 
Numerous inquiries have come to us indicating that some of the brethren 

have difficulty in applying the [Page Q248]suggestions given in Vol. VI, on 
the subject of election of servants for the Classes—elders and deacons. 

It was not our thought there to lay down an invariable rule on the subject. 
The Bible gives none, and no one else has a right to establish such a rule. Our 
suggestion was that wherever possible the election should be unanimous, and 
unless seventy-five per cent of the Class, or more, favored a brother's election, 
it would be rather unwise for him to accept the office—the service. We did not 
by this mean that a minority of twenty-five or thirty per cent should be 
encouraged to obstruct the Class and hinder an election. 



Strictly speaking, a majority of one in a Class would decide any matter 
except as love might come in to urge a consideration of the sentiments of 
others. If, for instance, a Class numbered one hundred, fifty-one of these 
would have a right to decide respecting who should be the servants of the 
Church, and the other forty-nine should very quietly acquiesce, recognizing 
the fact that they constitute only a minority, and should loyally strive to 
support the will of the majority. 

Only the spirit of love and the best interests of all in the Class suggests more 
than fifty-one per cent. Love should strive for a unanimous vote. But how 
might this he obtained we will offer a suggestion. 

Suppose that in a Class of one hundred six Elders were considered 
necessary for the service. A, B, C, D, E, F would represent available 
candidates of more or less ability. A might have a hundred votes; B, ninety; C, 
eighty; D, seventy; E, sixty; F, fifty. Under a strict voting on the lines of 
preference only two would be selected on a ninety per cent basis; but our 
thought would be that the entire six might be unanimously elected, if they 
were on the average as good material as the Class possessed, and if nothing 
were known derogatory to their moral characters. 

It is a mistake to think that the standards established by St. Paul are to be 
taken literally, for no one would be found fully up to all the requirements. The 
Apostle has stated what the ideal Elder would be. Each voter should have this 
ideal before his mind in thinking of the will of the Lord; but the Class is not to 
be left without an Elder unless there are serious blemishes. 

Our Lord similarly set a perfect standard before us when He said, "Be ye 
perfect, even as your Father which is in Heaven is perfect." (Matt. 5:48.) Who 
is perfect in the sense that God is perfect? "There is none righteous; no, not 
one." (Rom. 3:10.) The Master evidently meant that we should not measure 
ourselves by a low standard, but by the perfect standard, that thus we would be 
assisting ourselves up to the grandest ideals in respect to our own lives and 
characters and in respect to those chosen to be Elders and ensamples to the 
Flock. 
 


