
Set Things in Order 
Ordination: Its Source and Function 

Introduction 
Ordination is an ancient practice meant to identify God’s calling upon a man as a spiritual 
leader in the church. Specifically, we use it to distinguish those who derive their living 
from ministry. It is the recognition of God’s calling into vocational ministry as opposed to the 
ministry we are all called into by Christ. 

Although our English word comes from a Latin root and entered our language in the 13th 
century, the idea goes all the way back to the apostles who were themselves ordained by 
Jesus Christ. They were chosen and an order was established; and order is the source of the 
word ordination. 

Ordination is the act of the church recognizing the authority of the calling placed on a man’s 
life. It does not invest him with anything, but it is our way of saying, “Yes, we as the church 
will submit to the leadership of Christ through this man.” 

Biblical Precedence 
In the ancient church, Jesus invested the apostles with authority over the Church at large. 
Their authority has not been and will not be rescinded or replaced. The leadership of the 
church still resides with the apostles – revealed to us in their writings, the New Testament. 

Within the New Testament, Jesus and the apostles give us a clear example of ordination, 
the recognition of spiritually mature and called leaders in the church. Just as Jesus chose 
his twelve apostles, the apostles appointed elders to lead the local gatherings of the church.  

 The apostles appointed seven ministers or deacons to handle the charitable 
operations of the church. [Acts 7] 

 They also gave the task of leading local churches to men in whom they recognized 
God’s calling. Biblical examples of this include Aquila, Archippus, Timothy and 
Titus. 

 The apostle Paul gave clear instruction to those who were not apostles on how to 
ordain elders or pastors in the church [Titus 1:5-16] 

All of these examples have one thing in common – the recognition of God’s calling. In our 
age of egalitarianism, it is easy for us to make a church leader “just another professional.” 
The logic is sound, especially considering the behavior of many of those who have called 
themselves pastors, bishops, elders and shepherds.  
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The ancient church took leadership very seriously and while all men are certainly equal 
before God, not all men are given equal gifting or anointing. Not all men are appointed to 
vocational ministry. We recognize that appointment, that calling, that gifting through the 
process we call formal ordination. 

Qualifications of an Elder 
Let us return to Paul’s advice to Timothy so we might understand who should lead the 
church of Christ – who should be ordained. He writes this: 

 This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into order, and 
appoint elders in every town as I directed you: 

 If anyone is above reproach, the husband of one wife, and his children are believers 
and not open to the charge of debauchery or insubordination. For an overseer, as 
God's steward, must be above reproach.  

 He must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for 
gain, but hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined.  

 He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give 
instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. [Titus 1:5-
16] 

Why a Formal Ordination? 
It has long been the practice of evangelical churches to place the power of ordination in 
the hands of the local congregations. You may ask why the decision is not made by other 
pastors, other elders. The reason is simple. This man will not lead us. He will lead you. 

We, a council of men who have already received the recognition of God’s calling and 
authority, make a recommendation as to the character and beliefs of a candidate. It is you 
who have the responsibility of deciding whether the recognition is warranted. This is not a 
single pastor’s decision or this council’s decision, but yours. 

As I said in the introduction, ordination is the local assembly’s recognition of Christ’s 
calling in a leader. The church declares that they will submit to Christ’s leadership through 
this man. In ordination, you place yourselves under his leadership. 

This is why we have a formal ordination process, why we do not rush into appointing men 
as vocational pastors, why we require them to already be fulfilling the role before 
ordaining them.  

You are saying to the world that this man is qualified, gifted and called to be your spiritual 
leader. You are calling him to the highest level of responsibility before God, and you are 
placing tremendous trust in him. 


