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Can a Fallen Leader be Restored?
Special Messages Part 84
Selected Passages 9-22-2012 & 9-23-2012

Summary: Since God is a restoring God, the burden of proof is on those who would say they know for sure that God would never restore a fallen pastor. God has the power, so they would have to argue that He never has the willingness. They argue that based on “above reproach” and “good reputation.” But Scripture points to the good reputation and blamelessness of David even after his adultery (character is a function of the present, not the past). Every fallen leader who repents in Scripture is restored. (David is relevant, because the character of kings mattered, and he did have a shepherding role; and Peter is relevant because his sin was egregious, Jesus’ works are exemplary for us, and Peter was restored specifically for pastoral ministry). The qualifications are judgment calls. It is legalism to set up an arbitrary rule in one of them and impose it on all churches. 
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Introduction
Our normal practice here at Agape is to simply preach verse by verse through Scripture and allow various topics to be addressed as they come up in God’s Word. But once in a while an issue arises that is of particular importance or urgency, and so we have a special, topical message to seek guidance from God’s Word on that topic, and that is what we are doing today We are taking a break today from our ongoing study of 1 Peter to address a controversial, but important issue: the restoration of a disqualified leader.
This is an issue that we have to deal with here at Agape because of my past. In 2004 I resigned from pastoral ministry because of disqualifying sin, and now here I am in the pulpit.
When that happened, after a couple years of focusing on figuring out what went wrong in my character, and working through restoring my character – once all the dust of all that began to settle a little bit, I was left with a very difficult question: What now? What do I do now?
Some people said, “Just drop out of the ministry altogether. There are all kinds of problems with a man who has fallen like this returning to ministry, so just find another career and be done with it.” And that certainly would have made things a lot simpler in a lot of ways. The problem I had to deal with, though, was my calling. I believed that God had called me into pastoral ministry, and that had been verified by the people of God in several different churches. So I had to deal with the question, “What if I’m still called? What if God is still expecting me to continue to preach His Word until I die?” If that is the case, then I don’t have the freedom to just bail out. I saw the way Paul talked about his calling, comparing it to running a race, and the race ends at death. Acts 20:22-24, 2 Tim.4:7. He just assumed it was a lifetime call. I could not find any place in the Bible where a man was called by God to be a leader and then un-called because of sin that he repented of. So what if that was still the case for me? What if God is still holding me responsible to carry out that calling? 
In Romans 11:29 Paul is discussing God’s calling of Abraham, and Paul says, God’s gifts and His call are irrevocable. He does not say, “This particular call was irrevocable.” He says it in proverbial form, as a statement about the nature of God’s calling in general. The nouns are plural and the verb is a gnomic. Pastors are warned in the most solemn terms in the Bible not to be derelict in their calling. For a pastor to be faithful he must persevere even through the most difficult obstacles. The chief obstacle or weapon the enemy uses against us is our own sin. The occasion of serious sin is never presented in the Bible as an exception that lets a person “off the hook” of his responsibility once he has been called. And it is not like scandalous sin is an unforeseen problem that the Bible writers did not think of.
So all of that put me into a unique position. I did not have the luxury that many people have of just saying, “I’m not sure what the Bible teaches on that, so I’ll just be neutral.” I could not afford to err on either side. If God had revoked my calling, I needed to know that, and if He had not, I needed to know that, so I had to get it right. I had to find out what God’s Word teaches on the subject.
But I waited two years before embarking on that study. I had to hold off because I knew there was bias in my heart in one direction. I really did want to be restored some day, and I knew that whenever there is a bias in your heart wanting a particular conclusion, it is very easy to skew the data in your mind in the direction of that conclusion without even realizing that is what you are doing. I understood that, and I agonized in my prayers for two years – wrestling over that problem. I did not want to even begin the study until I was confident that my heart would not twist the whole process, because I really did not want to get it wrong.
I can still remember the day when I was finally able to say to God, “Lord, if You don’t want me to preach, then I don’t want to have anything to do with preaching.” I had said that with my mouth early on, but it took a lot of painful hours in prayer before I got the point where I actually felt that way in my heart. But it did finally happen, and I was filled with joy over the fact that my joy was not dependent upon being restored to pastoral ministry. I could deliver pizzas or drive buses or collect garbage and still have full access to all the joy and fulfillment that I need. And once I came to that point, I finally embarked on a study of what God’s Word teaches about this issue of restoration of fallen leaders.
Obviously it is no mystery what my conclusion was, since I am standing here in the pulpit. I believe in restoration. How long should it take? What should the process be? Where should that restored pastor serve? In what capacity? All those are judgment calls. I have plenty of opinions about those things, but that is not the focus for this sermon. The purpose of this sermon is to address the question of whether a fallen pastor can ever be restored. The leadership of Agape Bible church unanimously and strongly believes that the answer is yes – it is possible for a fallen pastor to be restored. And I would like to show you from Scripture today why we hold that view.
And I realize the very fact that I am a restored pastor would, in the minds of some, disqualify me from having any valid input on the subject. They would say that for me to preach this sermon is out of place because it is self-serving. My response to that is this: just because some view ends up being to my advantage does not automatically make it wrong. For example, suppose I am debating with someone who is into asceticism. Asceticism is the belief that you should abstain from earthly pleasures as an end in itself. It is a good thing to say no to comfort or good food or marriage even if there is no particular reason for doing it. I disagree with asceticism. 1 Timothy 6:17 says that God richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. If I preached that, an ascetic might say, “Well, that view is awfully convenient. You end up adopting a view that just happens to mean you are free to enjoy a steak dinner or an Oreo Blizzard or a comfortable bed and all the delights of marriage, etc. That is a self-serving view.” My answer would be, “Yes, this view is indeed the view I would rather hold, but that doesn’t make it wrong.” Someone could say we are self-serving by holding the belief that imperfect people can go to heaven. But the determining factor on whether a view is true or not is not whether it benefits me – it is what the Word of God says. And if the Word of God says something that benefits me, I won’t hesitate to preach it – even though it might look self-serving. Whenever any preacher preaches anything, the measure of whether it is valid or not rests in one place and one place only, and that is the Word of God. If you can see the truth of what I preach in the Bible, you must accept it. And if you do not, you should reject it.
So let me begin by describing the non-restoration view. This view is a minority view in the Church. The consensus among most denominations and evangelical writers on the subject is that a fallen pastor can be restored, usually within a one to three year time frame. John H. Armstrong, Can Fallen Pastors be Restored?, Chicago: Moody Press, 1995, 40. However there is a minority who argue for automatic, permanent disqualification for certain kinds of sins. In those cases, they say, it does not matter if the fallen pastor repents, it does not matter if his character is transformed and he now has exemplary character – the stain of his past sin disqualifies him for life. A pastor who has fallen into scandalous sin can be forgiven, he can be restored to fellowship, but never to leadership.
The Burden of Proof
Now, I would suggest that the burden of proof for this is on those who would believe in permanent disqualification. Christianity is all about redemption and restoration and transformation and overturning the results of sin. We all affirm that God is a God of redemption and renewal and forgiveness and healing and restoration and new beginnings and second chances. And nowhere in the Bible is there a single example of repentance without restoration. What we see instead again and again in Scripture is what God said to Jeremiah:
Jeremiah 15:19 this is what the Lord says: "If you repent, I will restore you that you may serve me”
So if someone argues that it is different in the case of pastors - there is no way that God would ever restore an elder in the church, the person who argues that is the one who needs to find proof in Scripture, because the norm with God is that whenever there is repentance there is restoration. I believe this whole debate really boils down to just two simple questions: Does God have enough power to restore a fallen pastor? If He has the ability, does He have the willingness? 
1) Does God have the Ability to Restore?
This question is important, because it would require a great deal of power. In order for a man who has sinned egregiously to be restored, God would not only have to transform that man’s heart and restore his character, but He would also have to work in the hearts of the people to restore that pastor’s favor in their eyes. In order for him to be above reproach in their eyes, and to have their trust once again, and to be of good reputation among them – God would have to move in their hearts to bring that about. So it would require a great deal of power on God’s part. Does God have that much power?
Power to Transform Character?
First, does God have enough power to transform the heart of a sinning pastor? Of course. We believe that God can change a man’s heart. The psychology world tells us, once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic. Once a sex offender, always a sex offender – people cannot be transformed. But we do not believe that in the Church. If we did, it would be a denial of the doctrine of progressive sanctification. If you think once a man has committed certain heinous sins, for the rest of his life he is under suspicion and he is always going to be that kind of person – that is a denial of the biblical doctrine of sanctification. Once a man has changed by means of the sanctification process, his new character is a more accurate representation of him than his old character. A man is what he is, not what he was. The consequences of sin that God sends when He chastens a sinning Christian have a transforming effect. God’s discipline works!
Hebrews 12:10 …God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. 11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. 
God is capable of accomplishing his purpose in discipline, and that purpose is to make the person holy, and to produce a harvest of righteousness. The fallen pastor then, if he is truly repentant, after having undergone the discipline of God, will be holy and his life will be a harvest of righteousness.
Power to Transform Reputation? 
So yes, God is capable of restoring character – but what about reputation? Is God able to cause a person to have favor in the eyes of others? Yes. 
Genesis 39:21 the Lord was with [Joseph]; … and granted him favor in the eyes of the prison warden.
Exodus 11:3 The Lord made the Egyptians favorably disposed toward the people, and Moses himself was highly regarded in Egypt by Pharaoh's officials and by the people.
Proverbs 16:7 When a man's ways are pleasing to the Lord, he makes even his enemies live at peace with him.
So yes, God is sovereign even over the way other people think and feel about a person. He has enough power to handle the reputation part as well. And I am sure those who hold the no restoration view would agree with that.
2) Does God have the Willingness to Restore? 
So if they are going to argue that restoration can never happen, they would have to say that while God does have the ability, He simply does not have the willingness. God is never, under any circumstance, willing to restore a fallen pastor. And the passage that is most often used to argue for that is 1 Timothy 3:2 and 7.
1 Timothy 3:2 Now the overseer (pastor) must be above reproach
7 He must also have a good reputation with outsiders 
They argue that once a man has committed one of the really scandalous type sins, it is impossible for him to ever be above reproach or to have a good reputation. The people could never trust that man or think well of him again as long as he lives, people in the world could never think well of him – even if he has a 30 year track record of holy living and his character is closer to Jesus’ character than anyone else in the world – still, he would be irreversibly disqualified because people will always look at him through the lens of his past sin.
Above Reproach
So let’s examine that view. We will start with above reproach.
1 Timothy 3:2 the overseer must be above reproach
No one can make an accusation that can stick. People can make false accusations, but no one can pin any serious, moral defect on the man. In other words, the elder must be blameless – like Job (Job 1:1) and Noah (Gn.7:1) and David (2 Sam.22:24).
The question is, is this a reference to the present only, or does it include the past? When you are measuring whether someone is or is not above reproach, do you just take a snapshot of what he is like right now, or do you also consider his past? That word translated above reproach is used three times in the Bible – all three of them in the book of 1 Timothy. Here it is applied to potential elders. In 6:14 it is applied to Timothy. And in 5:7 it is applied to the entire church, and that passage gives us an idea whether it includes the past.
1 Timothy 5:7 Command these things, so that they may be above reproach.
Timothy was to give all these instructions to the people for the purpose of bringing them to the point of being above reproach. Now, does that refer to the present or the past? I don’t see how it could include the past at all, because whatever sins the people have committed in the past cannot be changed by any instruction Timothy gives them now. If being above reproach means you cannot have any gross sin in your past, then it is too late for Timothy to do anything about it now. The fact that Timothy can still work toward making them all above reproach means above reproach is not dictated by the past. You can have sin in your past and still be blameless and above reproach.
Character is Measured in the Present 
“How is that possible? How could you be blameless if there is something really bad in your past?”
It is possible because of the way God assesses character.
Ezekiel 33:13 If I tell the righteous man that he will surely live, but then he trusts in his righteousness and does evil, none of the righteous things he has done will be remembered; he will die for the evil he has done. 14 And if I say to the wicked man, 'You will surely die,' but he then turns away from his sin and does what is just and right—15 … he will surely live; he will not die. 16 None of the sins he has committed will be remembered against him. 
In other words, a man is what he is, not what he was. If he was righteous, but now, in the present, he is sinful – then he is sinful. The past does not matter. And if now, in the present, he is righteous, but in the past he used to be sinful – then he is a righteous man. The past does not determine his character – the present does. That is why David, even after the adultery and murder and cover-up, could be called blameless. 
2 Samuel 22:24 I have been blameless before him and have kept myself from sin
The incident with Bathsheba happened way back in chapter 11. This is chapter 22, right before David’s death. It is not known when David wrote those words, but even if they were written prior to David’s fall, the fact that under the inspiration of the Spirit these words were recorded along with the other events connected with the end of David’s life, it is not likely that the words were negated by David’s sin with Bathsheba.  Blamelessness is recoverable even after it has been destroyed.
Good Reputation with Outsiders
But what about reputation with unbelievers?
1 Timothy 3:7 He must also have a good reputation with outsiders 
You cannot be a pastor in the church unless you have a good reputation with unbelievers. And the non-restoration people would argue that once you have committed a sin like adultery, that can never happen. Sometimes they point to Proverbs 6:32-33 as proof of this. 
Proverbs 6:32 But a man who commits adultery lacks judgment; whoever does so destroys himself. 33 Blows and disgrace are his lot, and his shame will never be wiped away. 
And it is true – there is something uniquely long-lasting about the shame of adultery. But keep in mind this is a proverb. Proverbial statements are not absolute laws. Proverbs are stated often involves semantic hyperbole, so that “often” becomes “always” or “a long time” becomes “forever.” When Proverbs says that the righteous man will never be uprooted or that a scoundrel always stirs up dissension or that evil will never leave the house of a man who repays evil for good or that no one who loves wine and oil will ever be rich the intention is not to set those statements forth as absolutes without exceptions. Clearly there are some who have loved wine who have become rich, just as there have been righteous men who have lost their homes.
Proverbs are observations of the way things tend to go most of the time. That verse also says the lot of the adulterer is blows. But that doesn’t mean it is a 100% that everyone who commits adultery will be physically beaten. It simply points to what typically happens. 
Proverbs 25:9 If you argue your case with a neighbor, do not betray another man's confidence, 10 or he who hears it may shame you and you will never lose your bad reputation.
Those people who take Proverbs 6 as an absolute law that means no adultery can ever have a good reputation, if they were consistent, they would have to say that no pastor who has ever betrayed a confidence can ever been restored to ministry either because of reputation. What does the Bible say about that?
Reputation can be Restored (David’s Example)
Again, this is an area where we can look at David’s example. After David died, what was his reputation like? Everyone knew about his sin – probably the most famous sin ever committed in Israel, recorded forever on the pages of the Bible. And yet, if you read 1 Kings and 2 Chronicles you can see that David’s reputation was so good that David became the standard by which the character of all the kings who followed was measured. Every king that came along was judged based on how well he measured up against David. 1 Ki.11:4, 1 Ki.11:38, 1 Ki.9:4, 1 Ki.15:3, 2 Chrn.17:3, 2 Chrn.34:2.
1 Kings 11:6 So Solomon did evil in the eyes of the LORD; he did not follow the LORD completely, as David his father had done. 
David’s reputation was exemplary, which shows that it is possible for a known adulterer and murderer to be so transformed in his character that he would have the reputation of being blameless. If you look at those passages that compare the later kings to David, these are the comments that are made about David: He was fully devoted to God, he followed God completely, he walked in God’s ways he did what was right by observing God’s statutes, he walked in integrity of heart and uprightness, and he did what is right in the eyes of the Lord not turning to the right or to the left. Would you agree that with that kind of reputation that we would have to say David was above reproach? I cannot imagine pointing to a guy who is known for being fully devoted to God, following God completely, walking in God’s ways, doing what is right by observing God’s statutes, walking in integrity of heart and uprightness, and doing what is right in the eyes of the Lord without turning to the right or to the left, and then say, “That’s his reputation, but he’s still disqualified on the issue of reputation.”
So clearly, reputation can be restored. A disqualified pastor can get a secular job, work among some unbelievers, and after a period of time you could interview his boss, his coworkers, his customers, his neighbors, and get an idea of whether his reputation is good or bad.
Character, not Status
If we take this one qualification and make it stretch into the past, then we turn it into an issue of status rather than character. Another item in the list of qualifications is that the elder must be a “one woman man.” There are a lot of Christians believe that that would exclude anyone who has ever been divorced. Instead of just applying it to the present, and asking, “Is he committed to one woman now, in the present?” they stretch it back into the past and say, “If you have, in your lifetime, been one flesh with two different women, then that’s not a one woman man. And so you’re disqualified.” But do you see what that does? It makes it an issue of marital status, rather than character. If the issue is marital status, then once you have a “D” after your name you are forever disqualified regardless of your character. But if you look at all the rest of the items in the list you can see that the issue is character, and character is a function of the present, not the past. A man is what he is, not what he was. People change. We change sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worse, but we are always changing. And if a man used to be fully qualified with exemplary character five years ago, but now he is a lover of money or overbearing or double-tongued or prideful – then we regard him as not being qualified – regardless of his past. And it works the other way as well. If he was bad in the past but is exemplary now, the measure of his character is what he is now.
Biblical Examples of Restoration 
So I began by suggesting that the burden of proof is on those who would say no restoration is possible. Since God is a forgiving, restoring God, anyone who says that pastoral ministry is an exception to all that would need to provide biblical proof. The “proof” they offer is to say that an elder has to be above reproach and have a good reputation, and that is impossible after certain sins. And so I made my case for why I don’t believe that argument is valid. It may be true in many cases that fallen leader is not above reproach or does not have a good reputation, but it is going way beyond what the Word of God teaches to claim that no fallen pastor could ever be above reproach. You would have to show that God is never willing to restore such a man, and what we see in the Bible is the exact opposite.
So the negative side of the argument fails. But what about positive evidence on the side of restoration? Is there anything in the Bible that would steer us in the direction of restoring fallen leaders?
Yes, there is. We have several examples in Scripture of how God deals with fallen leaders. Every spiritual leader in the Bible who fell into sin and repented was restored to his position of leadership. We have several examples of that in the Bible, and zero examples of a repentant leader not being restored to his position of leadership. Moses, David, Jeremiah, and Peter all fell into sin as leaders, and in each case the restoration is not presented as an anomaly but is assumed as a matter of course. In fact, with the possible exception of Peter, Scripture gives no indication that there was even an interruption in their leadership roles.
Restored to both Fellowship and Leadership
That is significant, because some argue that a sinful leader can be restored to fellowship, but never to leadership. They make a sharp distinction between the two kinds of restoration. But you cannot find that distinction in Scripture. If that distinction between restoration to fellowship and restoration to leadership were as crucial as some make it sound, we would expect to find that distinction in the Bible. We don’t. What we find instead is always restoration to both fellowship and leadership.
In fact, in the case of fallen leaders, the very purpose of restoration seems to be to restore the person to service in ministry (Jer.15:19). When Moses sinned against God publically by striking the rock, God said this: 
Deuteronomy 32:51 …you broke faith with me in the presence of the Israelites …because you did not uphold my holiness among the Israelites.
Yet Moses remained in his leadership position until he died.
Jeremiah committed disqualifying Clearly Jeremiah’s sin was serious enough to be a disqualifying sin, since restoration to ministry was conditioned upon repentance.  sin when he called God a deceptive brook and a spring that fails (Jer.15:18). And God responded in the very next verse by offering Jeremiah restoration.
Jeremiah 15:19 Therefore this is what the Lord says: "If you repent, I will restore you that you may serve me; if you utter worthy, not worthless, words, you will be my spokesman. 
Jeremiah could once again be restored – not just to fellowship, but to his ministry of being God’s spokesman. And the only requirement was that he repent.
From David’s psalms of repentance in Psalms 51 and 32, one goal of the restoration is for David to be able to teach.
Psalm 51:12 Restore to me the joy of your salvation … 13 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will turn back to you. 
You see the same thing in Psalm 32:8-9. When Jesus’ predicted Peter’s fall, He immediately points to ministry.
Luke 22:32 I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers. 
And when the restoration actually took place in John 21, again, the whole focus was ministry – specifically pastoral ministry. 
John 21:15 When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, "Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?" 
"Yes, Lord," he said, "you know that I love you." 
Jesus said, "Feed my lambs .... Take care of my sheep .... Feed my sheep.” 
If permanent or long-term removal from pastoral ministry were critical in the case of disqualifying sins, the restoration of Peter would have been an ideal time for God to let us know about that. When Peter was sifted, chaff was found to be in his heart and the solution was for him to “turn back,” at which point he was to focus on ministry. Jesus not only assumed but demanded restoration to ministry before the sin was even committed. In fact, Jesus is clear that Peter had to return to pastoral ministry in order to demonstrate his love for Jesus. 
So is there a positive argument from Scripture in favor of restoration of leaders? Yes – all the examples of sinning leaders point in that direction and no examples point in the other direction. Now, some will immediately argue at this point and say, “None of the biblical examples of restoration have any relevance, because none of them were pastors who committed sexual sin or got a divorce. David committed sexual sin, but he wasn’t a pastor. Peter, Jeremiah, Moses, fell into sin, but not sexual sin. So the Bible is completely silent on the issue.”
David
Let’s think about that for a minute. Start with David. They argue that David was a king, not a pastor, therefore the character issue was not as important in his case. That argument fails on three points. First, even if character was not important for kings – still, the fact remains, that David had godly character. Whether his job as king required it or not, he most certainly did have exemplary character even after his sin. 
Secondly, godly character was important for kings. Whenever a king had bad character God would punish both him and the nation. And whenever a king had godly character God would bless both him and the nation. So character was highly important. A huge amount was at stake with regard to the character of the kings in Israel. And the measure of godly character for all the kings was David. The more they were like David the more God rewarded them for good character.
So when people say, “David doesn’t count, because he wasn’t a pastor” – that argument fails because whether his character mattered or not, David did have exemplary character. Secondly because character did matter for kings. And then a third reason that argument fails – because David was indeed a pastor. The word “pastor” is just a translation of the word “shepherd.” In both the Greek and the Hebrew there is no special word for pastor – it is just the ordinary, every day word “shepherd.” When it refers to feeding and protecting literal sheep it means “shepherd,” and when it refers to feeding and protecting people’s souls by teaching them the Word of God it means “pastor.” The teachers in the Old Testament were pastors (shepherds) of God’s people. You can see that in passages like Ezekiel 34.
So, was David a pastor? Did he shepherd the people of Israel? Did he have a teaching role and a role of spiritual protector of the people? Absolutely. We saw that in Psalm 51 and Psalm 32, and we see it in all the psalms he wrote. David has been the primary teacher on worship of all God’s people for the last 3000 years. 
Was he a pastor in the exact same sense as pastors in the church? No, but I think you would be hard pressed to make a case that David’s shepherding role was significantly lesser than a modern day pastor’s. So there is no reason to discard the example of David’s restoration when we are seeking to know God’s heart on this subject.
Peter
Nor is it wise to ignore the restoration of Peter. If we are trying to figure out what we should do in the case of a fallen leader, it seems like the most obvious place to look is at how Jesus dealt with a fallen leader.
Now, right away I realize there are all kinds of objections. Some people say, “You can’t use that to learn anything about restoration. It’s just a Bible story. Lots of things happened in the Bible that are recorded, but are not intended as examples for us. Some actions in Scripture are simply onetime events.” That is true. But the life of Jesus is different. The Bible is very clear that His life is given as an example for us. We follow Jesus’ example of not only with character, but also with things like evangelism, leadership, and preaching. If we follow His example in all those areas, but we ignore His example in the area of restoration – that would show a bias. Everything in the life of Jesus should be taken as an example for us unless there is some compelling reason from the text of Scripture itself why something Jesus did should not be followed. And what we find in this case is just the opposite. If Jesus were just doing some unusual, unique thing in restoring Peter’s apostleship, and it was not intended as an example, it would not have been necessary for John to describe the process Jesus used. He could have simply said, “Jesus restored Peter to Apostleship.” The fact that the process Jesus used is recorded is most likely an indication that the Lord wanted us to have that process as an example to follow. 
Objections
Peter was an Apostle, not a pastor
Another common objection to the use of Peter’s restoration in the discussion of restoration of pastors is the fact that Peter was not a pastor.  But that is false. Peter was a pastor. In fact, it was his role as pastor, rather than apostle, that he pointed out in his exhortation to other pastors. 
1 Peter 5:1 To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder
So he was a pastor. And not only that, but Jesus was very clear in the restoration that it was specifically Peter’s pastoral role that was being restored. Nothing is mentioned at all in the passage about Peter’s apostolic role. All of Jesus’ references to restoration were references to pastoral, shepherding ministry. He even used the word “pastor” (shepherd). Most commentators on John 21 make a point that Peter was restored to pastoral ministry. D.A. Carson, for example, states that Jesus’ command to Peter was that Peter must not only pastor but “hold the office of pastor.” Another objection that comes up is that Jesus had special insight that we do not have. So He can restore someone because He alone knows what the outcome will be. It is true that only God can see perfectly into a man’s heart, only God knows infallibly whether a man is called, and only God can restore a man to pastoral ministry. However, it is also true that only God can call a man to pastoral ministry in the first place. And yet it is the Church’s responsibility and duty to discern and publicly confirm God’s calling. It is true that the Church does not have infallible knowledge of the genuineness of a man’s repentance or calling into ministry, still the Lord holds the Church responsible to discern those very things. Every time the Church lays hands on a man to ordain him for pastoral ministry we are making a judgment as to whether that man is called. That’s our responsibility. And the Church has also been given the responsibility to discern whether a person in the process of church discipline is repentant. Based on our understanding of whether a person is repentant that person is to be welcomed back as a brother or rejected as an outcast.
Nowhere in this whole account does John emphasize any supernatural insight on Jesus’ part. Just the opposite – Jesus, instead of simply declaring what was in Peter’s heart as He had done with other people on numerous occasions, asks Peter what is in His heart. It is Peter, not Jesus or the narrator, who makes an appeal to Jesus’ supernatural knowledge. But rather than affirm Peter’s implication that the basis for restoration was dependent upon supernatural knowledge, Jesus ignores Peter’s appeals to Jesus’ omniscience and proceeds to question Peter two more times. If Jesus was establishing an example for us for how to restore a fallen leader, it stands to reason that the process cannot be dependent upon a kind of knowledge to which we have no access. 
Additionally, if Jesus’ omniscient insight into Peter’s heart was a factor in the restoration of Peter, all that reveals is that Jesus was willing to restore a man who, despite his repentance, would later fall to the same sin in a disastrous way once again (Gal.2:11-14). In Galatians 2 Peter was disqualified on the point of hospitality. But more significantly he had fallen into precisely the same sin from which Jesus had restored him previously – cowardice. Cowardice is a very serious evil. It is listed along with sexual immorality as a sin that will characterize those who will be consigned to the fiery lake of burning sulfur (Rev.21:8).  
Peter did not commit adultery
Probably the most common objection to using the restoration of Peter as an example for restoration of fallen pastors is the nature of Peter’s sin. Peter’s was a non-sexual sin, and there is something unique about sexual sin. Most of the time, if a pastor commits some disqualifying sin, people have no problem with him being restored as long as it is not a sexual sin. Those who support lifetime disqualification often point to 1 Corinthians 6:18 as evidence that sexual sin is unique in its degree of evil and is therefore more disqualifying than any other sin. However, that passage says nothing about the question of restoration. Nothing in 1 Corinthians 6 indicates that sexual sin is uniquely disqualifying or uniquely permanent. It only says that it is uniquely defiling to one’s body. To simply assume that such defilement therefore renders a man permanently unqualified is to assume the very conclusion the argument is intended to prove, which is the definition of a circular argument.  If he is disqualified for lack of hospitality, or for love of money, or being overbearing – anything other than sexual sin, and people are generally fine with him being restored. In fact, in most cases he does not even have to step down at all. Those who dismiss Peter’s restoration as irrelevant for the restoration of an adulterous pastor because Peter did not sin sexually frequently note that Peter was not guilty of the kind of hypocrisy exhibited in a man who preaches against immorality while committing it himself. As noted above, however, Peter’s second fall most certainly did involve prolonged hypocrisy. Furthermore, it should not be assumed that all adulterous pastors were guilty of the same level of hypocrisy at the time of their sin. A man who preaches against sexual sin while indulging in unrepentant sexual sin is the worst kind of hypocrite to be sure. But the man who falls to a temptation and immediately hates his sin and takes steps to see that it is not repeated is not necessarily a hypocrite. A man who struggles with sin but who is repentant is not hypocritical if he represents himself as a man who struggles with sin and is repentant. 
So when they look at the fall of Peter they say, “It’s OK to restore someone like Peter, because compared to sexual sin, Peter’s sin was relatively minor. Sexual sin is so much more serious and egregious.” Is that a biblical standard? Does the Bible give some indication that Peter could be restored only because he committed such a small sin? He publicly denied Christ. He swore oaths that he never even met Jesus. Is that minor?
Matthew 10:33 But whoever disowns me before men, I will disown him before my Father in heaven.
Disowning Christ is a very serious matter.
“But you have to understand – Peter was under duress. His life was being threatened. He was just acting out of fear.”
I won’t deny that. But when you deny Christ out of fear of men, that is cowardice, and that is a very serious sin.
Revelation 21:8 the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars--their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death.
Cowardice is listed right alongside sins like murder and sexual immorality. There is nothing in the Scriptures that downplays the severity of Peter’s sin. Just the opposite. I think you would be hard pressed to find any sin more egregious than publicly, emphatically, repeatedly denying Christ. When Peter went out and wept bitterly, it was not because he made a little slip up. He understood it was a massive failure.
And that sin of cowardice resurfaced in Peter’s life again in Galatians 2. This is after Pentecost, after Peter received the Holy Spirit, and he falls into the same sin again. And this time it was not a one time stumble, but an ongoing sin. And his failure was so severe that he became a hypocrite who did great damage, even leading Barnabas astray. His error was so bad it struck at the very heart of the gospel. Peter was not holding to the deep truths of the faith, which disqualified him even from being a deacon. And yet in 1 Peter 5 Peter is still a pastor.
Summary
So these are the facts: Peter committed an extremely egregious sin and Jesus restored him to pastoral ministry as an example for us. David committed adultery and murder and conducted a cover up, and did not repent until he was caught, and he was restored to both his kingly calling and his shepherding ministry and is pointed to by the writers of Scripture as the standard for a godly man, because he repented. And every example of a repentant, fallen leader in the Bible shows restoration, never non-restoration. Is God able to restore both character and reputation? Yes. Is God willing? The examples in Scripture show that He is at least sometimes willing.
Judgment Calls
Let me close with one more very important principle for understanding this whole debate. The qualifications for pastors in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 are subjective. They are judgment calls. He must not be a lover of money – how much love for money would disqualify a man? He must not be prideful – how much pride? He must be hospitable – how hospitable? Where do you draw that line and say, “That guy isn’t hospitable enough – he’s disqualified? He must be respectable – how respectable? He cannot be lingering beside wine – how much drinking is too much? Not a new believer – how new is too new? These are all judgment calls. On the mission field, you might have a brand new church where one guy has been saved for a year, and no one else in the church has been saved more than a week. That one year guy could be a pastor there, but here he would still be considered a new believer. Every congregation has to make their own judgment calls. The church down the street has one idea about what “able to teach” means, and we might have another idea.
They are all judgment calls, and each church has to make those calls the best they can in each situation. But what if I take my own judgment calls and make them the standard for everyone else? What if I say, “Anyone who drinks more than a half a beer at a time is disqualified. And so any church with a pastor who drinks a whole beer is in sin.”? Or what if I set the limit of a new believer at five years for every church? Or if I say, “The standard for ‘not argumentative’ is any pastor in any church who gets into more than four arguments per year is disqualified.” If I started doing that you would call me a legalist (and rightly so). Whenever you turn a judgment call into a hard and fast rule and impose it on others, that is legalism. And it is no different for “above reproach” or “good reputation.” Those are case-by-case judgment calls, and anyone who comes up with an absolute standard that is binding on all situations regardless of the circumstances is taking authority upon himself that goes beyond what Scripture gives any individual. Each congregation needs to make these judgment calls for each leader the best they can.
And I realize you may disagree with the judgment call that the rest of the congregation has made on a particular point. That will probably happen wherever you go to church. Some pastor or deacon will be too worldly for your tastes, or too young in the faith, or too argumentative, or whatever. And if it is to the point where you can see spiritual harm being done, and you are convinced you would be better off spiritually in another church that has a different set of weaknesses, that is your call to make before God. And I do not look down on anyone for making that call. In fact I very much respect that.
Our responsibility is to make it clear what kind of church we are, and your responsibility is to decide if that is the kind of church God is calling you to be a part of. And I realize we have not done an adequate job in making this clear. I ask your forgiveness for that, and today’s sermon is our first step in correcting that oversight. From now on we will let it be known – Agape Bible Church believes in restoration. We believe that God forgives, heals, restores the years the locusts have eaten, renews, and revives. The God who created days, weeks, months, and years is the God of new beginnings and fresh starts and second chances. We believe that God is both able and willing to restore any disaster that we create with our sin, and where there is repentance, there is restoration. And that applies to all the saints – non-leaders and leaders. If you come here and start digging around in my past or the past of some of the staff or deacons or pastors – you might find some really ugly things.
But I will also say this: We are committed to making sure everyone in leadership at Agape is exemplary in their character in the present. We will not let past sin disqualify, but nor will we let past godliness overrule current ungodliness. And when a man or woman’s character does not match 1 Timothy 3 we will have that person step down, and we will come around him or her in love and gentleness and do everything we can to bring repentance, restore what is broken and re-establish their ministry.

Benediction:
Maybe you have fallen into horrible sin and have experienced horrible consequences for your sin and it feels like your life is ruined. That is what happened to the people in Joel 2. The consequence for their sin was the absolute devastation of the land by locusts. But after the severe punishment, God says this to His people:
Joel 2:21 Be not afraid … be glad and rejoice. Surely the Lord has done great things. 22 Be not afraid … for the open pastures are becoming green. The trees are bearing their fruit; the fig tree and the vine yield their riches. 23 Be glad, O people of Zion, rejoice in the Lord your God, for he has given you the autumn rains in righteousness. He sends you abundant showers, both autumn and spring rains, as before. 24 The threshing floors will be filled with grain; the vats will overflow with new wine and oil. 25 'I will repay you for the years the locusts have eaten 
1:25 Question
One reason elders and deacons are required to be exemplary in all the qualifications in 1 Timothy 3 is because God desires everyone in the church to have those traits, and to learn them through the example of the leaders. Look at the list right now. Which one or two are the biggest challenge for you? What is standing in the way of you making progress in those areas?


Appendix: The Restoration Process
The Timing of Restoration to Vocational Ministry
The question over the amount of time that must pass between a pastor’s sexual sin and his restoration to vocational ministry is a matter of considerable dogmatism and debate. There is no passage of Scripture that specifies any length of time that a disqualified leader must remain disqualified. Nor is there a passage that suggests the concept of disqualification as a time period. The qualification passages (1 Tim.3 and Tit.1) seem to suggest that any man who currently has the character qualifications listed is qualified. The question of timing, then, begins with these passages. The time must be at least as long as it takes for character to be restored to the required level.
Scripture offers no minimum period of time that must pass before a man who has sinned egregiously can be restored. The only record we have in God’s Word of there being any time gap at all between repentance and restoration is that of Peter in his first fall. Jesus restored Peter on His third appearance to the Disciples. Evidently in Peter’s case a period of time prior to full restoration was necessary, but it was only a few weeks. There is no biblical example of a time period longer than this.
Restored Character
When a pastor falls into a sin such as adultery, serious questions must be raised regarding numerous aspects of his character. Consider the following qualifications:
A one woman man – Sufficient time must pass for the man to establish a pattern of faithfulness to his wife. He must demonstrate that there has been a significant change in the aspect of his character that was not faithful to his wife. For this to happen, that aspect of his character must be identified, then the pastor must discover from Scripture how to change in that area, and then he must demonstrate a track record of change. 
self-controlled – The man who becomes embroiled in sexual sin obviously lacks self-control. Close inspection of his life may reveal many illustrations of this. Each area where lack of self-control is discovered must be examined and addressed scripturally. Obviously it will not be adequate for the pastor to simply try harder at the same methods he has already been employing. He must be able to demonstrate that the solution he is applying now will have a better chance at bringing about the change that is needed than the approach he was taking before. Indeed, the change must be realized and maintained for a significant period of time for him to be qualified. The pastor must demonstrate self-control in every area – sex, food, drink, entertainment, sleep, recreation and every other area. The standard for him should be no higher than it is for any other elder in these areas; nor should it be any lower.
respectable – In many cases a man who falls into sexual sin is also involved in other shameful behavior as well. When a man lets go completely and abandons himself to a sin; that sin is rarely isolated. During the commission of that sin he may have also let the flesh take over in other areas as well, including obscene behavior or language in a variety of contexts. Each of these areas must be addressed as well. 
For example, if the man, when engaged in sexual sin, used filthy language, this should not be overlooked. The use of such language is another sin that must be traced back to its root in the heart and addressed with Scripture. Until the man has been transformed in that area, he remains unqualified. 
It is important to explore the extent of the man’s sexual sin. There is a tendency to lump all adulterers together in a single category. But the reality is that there is a considerable range of sin that can be involved. Tim LaHaye, in his excellent book on the subject, suggests a model for restoration that considers the details of the sin.
Every case must be evaluated individually. Any restoration to ministry must be based not just on the sex act alone but on what that act reveals about the minister’s character. Did his affair include many acts of deception? Did he initiate or pursue the affair? Did he tell his wife about it? Did he terminate the illicit relationship at his own initiative? Is he repentant? Did he come to the church board to confess his sin or did they have to approach him? What was his response to confrontation by the church board or elders? Does he accept personal responsibility for his sin or does he blame others? Is he responsive to the church’s discipline of him? Is he willing to throw himself on the mercy of God and his peers for the possibility of restoration to ministry? Is he willing to subordinate himself to the will and Word of God? Does he insist on immediate return to the ministry? 
Other important questions are, What was the frequency and duration of the sin? Was he fighting against it the whole time, or did he give himself over to the sin for a time? What are all the expressions of the sexual sin? (adulterous fantasy, pornography, adulterous conversation on the telephone, email or internet, adulterous contact, intercourse, homosexual activity, prostitutes, strippers, massage parlors, etc.). 
not given to drunkenness – If enslavement to alcohol is a disqualification for ministry it stands to reason that any kind of enslavement would also be an area of concern. If the man is addicted to pornography or other sexual sins or anything else, he must find freedom from that enslavement before he can be qualified. 
not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome – Is the man quarrelsome and combative with those who are trying to help him in his restoration? To be qualified for ministry there must be a strong track record of gentleness. 
Honest questions, doctrinal disagreements, and denials of false accusations should not be regarded as combativeness any more than they would be for anyone else. The issue at hand with this qualification is a violent, angry, rude, unloving, argumentative belligerence and resistance to those with whom he does not agree.
not a lover of money – A love for material things often accompanies sexual sin, as both sins are branches from the same trunk (covetousness). The man who makes an idol out of sexual pleasure often also makes an idol out of other pleasures. Love of material things is a disqualification for ministry. (But once again, the standard for the fallen pastor should be no higher than for any other elder. It would be a double standard to regard a sin in the fallen pastor’s life to be disqualifying while that same sin is considered non-disqualifying for other elders or deacons). 
He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect – The home of the fallen pastor often falls apart. Even if he genuinely repents, in some cases his wife or children may not forgive him and his home may fall into disarray. Not all chaos in a man’s home is evidence of poor management, but to the degree that it is the man is unqualified. 
****************
For each of the character deficiencies that is discovered there must be strong evidence for transformation, as much as that evidence can be examined (however we must avoid setting up an impossible standard such that the pastor cannot possibly produce adequate evidence). 
It should also be noted that anyone who would place himself in a position of declaring whether a man is fit or unfit must also be willing to do the hard work of knowing the man well enough to discern his character. Those who would declare a man unqualified without examining him closely enough to know him well in each of the above areas demonstrates an unloving, unforgiving and arrogant attitude and is guilty of dishonesty. The declaration that a man is unfit is a claim to know the man. Those who would make a claim that implies such knowledge when they do not possess that knowledge are in fact lying. And those who have such anger in their hearts that they are clearly searching for evidence against the man but are uninterested in or blind to evidence in his favor are themselves in sin and must repent. Such an attitude is in clear violation of the biblical mandate for gentle restoration, and no one with such an attitude should have any role in determining the man’s restoration or non-restoration. 
How much time does it take for a man to change and then be found blameless in all these areas? Scripture does not say. Examples of rapid transformation of character abound in Scripture, but so do examples of long-term struggles with sin. Just as the initial examination of an elder takes a certain amount of time, so will this examination. In some respects it may even be a longer process, as the man’s track record does not begin until after the transformation of his character has taken place. And in other respects it may take less time than the examination of a first time elder, because the man is already known in most respects, and only needs to be examined in a few areas. 
Erring on the Side of Caution
Another common perspective in the timing of the restoration of a pastor is that it is always wisest to err on the side of waiting longer. If there is any doubt at all, according to some, it is safer to keep waiting.
This conclusion seems natural given the great danger of placing a man in the pastorate too soon, which is a very legitimate concern. Scripture warns us strongly against that very error (1 Tim.5:22, 3:10, 2 Tim.2:2). Those who would disobey these commands and place an untested man in leadership not only bear the guilt of disobedience but also share in the responsibility for the many problems that come from unqualified leadership.
We must also recognize, however, that there is a danger in waiting too long. To err on the side of caution can itself be reckless. Indeed, to err on any side is to err. While the dangers of premature restoration are considerable, so are the dangers of unduly delayed restoration. The passages that warn against premature ordination are greatly outnumbered by passages that call for faithfulness on the part of those who have been called to serve God. When God appoints a man to accomplish a task, failure to do so is a grave sin. And so if God has called a man to something and is expecting that man to obey and be faithful to that call it is a serious sin indeed to hinder that man. Those who would delay a pastor from fulfilling his calling for any time period at all beyond when God would have the man resume his work are guilty of tempting that man to disobey the call of God. Jesus gave a very strong warning against anyone who would influence someone to disobey God. That person would be better off drowned (Mt.18:6).
Given the lack of any specific time frame in Scripture for restoration (unless the brief period in the case of Peter’s restoration is accepted as a model), it is remarkable how dogmatic many writers and church leaders are regarding their opinion in this matter. Whether a particular writer’s preference is six months, one to three years, or ten plus years, it is not uncommon for writers to accuse those who would opt for a shorter time of being guilty of gross compromise. Such dogmatism over personal opinion is not nearly as prevalent in any other area in which time periods are significant (such as how many years a man ought to prepare for first time ministry, how many years of Greek should be taken, how long a man should wait to remarry after a biblical divorce, or even how many years is required for the restoration of a pastor who is disqualified by a non-sexual sin). It has become acceptable, however, to set up one’s opinion in this matter as a standard by which spirituality may be judged.
Since all repentant, fallen leaders in Scripture are restored to their former ministry and Scripture gives no indication that any of them were removed from that ministry for any period longer than a few weeks, this is an area of Christian freedom. Certainly church leaders must apply wisdom principles in their determination of the timing of restoration, but the imposition of one’s own opinions on others as a standard for godliness or holiness is one definition of legalism. And when the imposition of those opinions hinders a man from responding to a divine call, those who are imposing their opinion as law may be guilty of a grave sin.
It is wise for a fallen pastor to heed carefully the counsel of those who would caution him to wait longer than he would normally think appropriate, as his own fears, desires and emotions are very likely to cause him to be blind to the good reasons for waiting longer. However while he heeds carefully such advice, he is unwise to blindly follow it. Ultimately he is answerable to God for whether he faithfully carries out his calling. If those who suggest a longer time period do so based only on an arbitrary commitment to a certain time period apart from any specific biblical principles, their advice should be taken for the mere human wisdom that it is. 
Ultimately the determination of when to resume ministry should be made in much the same way the decision to begin ministry in the first place was made. The man should carefully follow the wisdom process in decision-making, considering all of the factors from which God’s direction is normally determined.
Conclusion
It is beyond the scope of this appendix to set forth a comprehensive guide for restoration of a fallen pastor. However I would suggest the following model. The restoration process should take place in three stages:
Stage 1 – Transformation of Character 
All of the sins and attendant character deficiencies related to the sin must be discovered and addressed. For each sin the man discovers in his heart he must ask what he has been doing wrong not only in his actions but also in his words, thoughts, motives, will, attitudes, affections, and emotions. For each of these he must learn from Scripture how to change. For each sin he must learn how to be transformed not only in his actions and thoughts, but also in his sinful affections or motives or attitudes. This process must go on until all of the elements of all of the disqualifying sins have been addressed. 
Care should be taken at this point to discern between disqualifying sins and sins that are not disqualifying per se. There is a tendency to view every fault of an adulterous pastor as part of his disqualifying sin. For example, if someone notices an act of selfishness they assume that is at the root of his sexual sin, whereas that same act on the part of another pastor would not be regarded as a disqualifying sin. This is an unfair standard that makes restoration impossible, as no man will ever become sinless in this life. The rule of thumb should be that if a sin would not disqualify a man by itself then it is not a disqualifying sin.
The most important factor in stage one centers on love for Christ. It was Peter’s restoration to fellowship with Jesus Christ that made possible his service to the Church. When Jesus restored Peter, even though the specific sin had to do with cowardice and fear of man, Jesus spoke only of the question of whether Peter loved Jesus. Jesus’ three-fold repetition of this and his decision not to mention anything else are both strong statements that show us that the core issue has to do with love for Christ. The man who has fallen into disqualifying sin is greatly lacking in his love for Christ, and this must be the beginning point of restoration. 
Stage 2 – Confirmation of Transformation 
 Once the man’s character has been transformed, a group of people must probe deeply in examination of his character to confirm that the transformation has indeed taken place. While there are no completely unbiased people, this group must strive to be as objective as possible. Those with a great amount of disdain for the man, those with an inadequate theology of restoration, or those who do not take the disqualifying sin seriously should not be part of the group.
This stage should continue for as long as suspicions of specific sins remain. Such suspicions must be investigated as thoroughly as possible. The group should agree on whether a suspicion is a reasonable suspicion. There should never be a circumstance in which it is impossible for the man to prove his character in a certain area. 
Stage two should not be prolonged simply because members of the restoration group feel not enough time has passed. The passing of time, by itself, does nothing. If a man is continuing in some sin, all the passage of time will do will be to enable him to commit that sin more times. Where there is reasonable suspicion there must be investigation. When there is no reason to believe any disqualifying sin is persisting, stage two in complete. Upon completion of stage two the confirmation of the restoration team should be made public.
The standard for Assessment of Reputation
So what is the standard for assessing a man’s reputation? If a man has committed some especially scandalous sin, how much time must pass before his reputation can be said to be restored? And what is the measure of reputation? What standard should we use to determine with his reputation is restored or not?
Obviously the requirement of good reputation does not mean everyone has to think well of him. If that were the case, not even Jesus would be qualified to be a pastor. The official spiritual leaders of his time were in agreement that Jesus was worldly, sinful, and under the control of a demon. And Jesus’ life ended with the authorities condemning Him to death and masses screaming for His blood. That is a pretty significant reputation problem. Paul also had a reputation problem – even after God called him into the ministry. Right after his conversion he immediately began to preach in the synagogues (Acts 9:20). But wasn’t his reputation a problem at that point?” Yes, it was.
Acts 9:21 All those who heard him were astonished and asked, "Isn't he the man who raised havoc in Jerusalem among those who call on this name? And hasn't he come here to take them as prisoners to the chief priests?" 
He had a major reputation problem both inside and outside the church.
23 After many days had gone by, the Jews conspired to kill him, 24 but Saul learned of their plan. Day and night they kept close watch on the city gates in order to kill him. 25 But his followers took him by night and lowered him in a basket through an opening in the wall. 26 When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple. 
This is the man who wrote to Timothy and said no one can be a leader in the church unless he is above reproach and has a good reputation. So clearly “good reputation” and “above reproach” does not mean everybody likes you. 
So then what does it mean? If a person like Jesus could be qualified, and a person like Paul could be qualified, what does it mean that an elder must have a good reputation? Some people will say, “It means if he has had a scandalous sin in his past as a believer – after becoming a Christian, then he has to wait long enough for people to forget about that sin. The problem with that is the example of Peter. Peter publically denied Christ, and he was restored to leadership in a matter of weeks.
Some people say we need to wait until we can be sure he won’t fall into that same sin again. The problem with that is Jesus’ restoration of Peter. Peter’s sin was rooted in cowardice. The reason he denied Christ was cowardice – he was afraid of men. So he fell into terrible sin. And weeks later Jesus restored him. And then later, tragically, he fell into that same sin again – cowardice. He was afraid of the Judaizers, and that fear drove him to a massive failure where he perverted the gospel itself, became a hypocrite and even led Barnabas astray (Gal.2)! Even the bitter weeping after his three denials and the personal restoration of Jesus Himself were not enough for him to gain permanent victory over that sin. And Jesus knew that, and restored him to leadership anyway.
If assurance of non-failure in the future is the standard, not even the restored, post-Pentecost, Spirit-filled Apostle Peter would have been fit for leadership, and Jesus’ restoration of Peter would have to be judged to be premature and ill-advised.
So back to the question – what is the standard for assessing whether a man has a good enough reputation? Every godly leader is going to have a bad reputation with some people. So the question is, whose assessment of the man matters? People made conflicting assessments of Jesus, people had various opinions about Paul – some favorable others not – that is how it will be for every potential elder. In Luke 6:26 Jesus said, woe to you when all men speak well of you – because that is how people treat false prophets. False teachers and heretics very often have a great reputation and are wildly popular. Oprah has a lot more fans than John MacArthur. There are thousands of people who would point to MacArthur and say, “Unloving, judgmental, legalistic, etc.” Other people look at him and say, “Man of God, brilliant teacher, pillar in the Church.” So whose assessment matters when we think about whether he has a good or bad reputation? Obviously, if you are evaluating someone’s character, you give greater weight to those who are actually in a position to observe the man.
And secondly, you give greater weight to those who understand and believe the Word of God. So if we are measuring whether a man is above reproach, we listen to those who are close enough to him to really know him, and who measure things based on the Word of God.
And when it comes to reputation with outsiders – we do not expect unbelievers to know the Word of God, but still it makes more sense to listen to those who are in a position to observe his character than to those who are not. If you want to know about a man’s character, talk to his family, coworkers, boss, friends, small group, neighbors – people with whom he has regular contact. The opinions and assessments of people who have no information about what the man is like should not be a factor in determining whether he is above reproach. 
When you are judging someone, it is an evil thing to entertain false testimony. A judge who allows his judgment to be swayed by a witness who does not know what he is talking about is a bad judge. In the book of 1 Peter you see over and over that if someone is godly, people are going to make false accusations against him. And it is never a good thing to entertain false accusations. That is evil. We sort out conflicting testimony about the man and give greater weight to those who are in a position to know what they are talking about, and who do not have some kind of vendetta or agenda or whatever.
And even when you listen to the opinions of outsiders, even that should be weighed according to Scripture. For example, suppose you are considering a man as elder, and so you go to his work and ask a co-worker, “What do you think about this man?” and the co-worker says, “I can’t stand him.” 
“Why?”
“He makes everyone look bad. He’s always here early, stays late, works so hard all the time – so now the boss expects all of us to do that. And he’s kind of a fanatic. All he cares about is God, and Jesus, and the Bible – he never wants to do anything that goes against the Bible – he’s just no fun.”
Is that a bad reputation or good reputation? It is good. But what if the co-worker says, “Oh him? I love him – he is so funny. His jokes get way off color, but he’s such a crack up – especially after he’s had a few drinks.” That would be a bad reputation.
So even with unbelievers – the issue is not so much how well-liked he is. It is how his behavior matches up against Scripture. A good reputation is when the people who are in a position to observe his current behavior testify that he says and does the kinds of things that fit godly character.
Stage 3 – Discernment of Timing and Circumstances for Re-entry into Vocational Ministry
The completion of stage two, by itself, only affirms that the man is ready. It says nothing about God’s leading with regard to re-entry into vocational ministry. The question of when/if/where to re-enter vocational ministry should be answered by the normal wisdom, decision-making process. Even for a fully restored man, wisdom may prohibit beginning another ministry right away. Just as entrance into vocational ministry the first time had to wait until it proved to be a sound decision according to wisdom, so it is with re-entrance into ministry. The main goal of phase three is to discern God’s leading in much the same way as someone entering ministry for the first time by considering such factors as circumstances, desires, gifts, confirmation of God’s people, and opportunity.

