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Hebrews 6.1-3 Therefore let us leave the elementary doctrine of Christ and go on to maturity, not laying again a foundation 
of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God,  2 and of instruction about washings, the laying on of hands, the 
resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgment.  3 And this we will do if God permits. 
 
1 Timothy 5:17-22: 17 Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in 
preaching and teaching.  18 For the Scripture says, "You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain," and, "The 
laborer deserves his wages."  19 Do not admit a charge against an elder except on the evidence of two or three witnesses.  
20 As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so that the rest may stand in fear.  21 In the presence 
of God and of Christ Jesus and of the elect angels I charge you to keep these rules without prejudging, doing nothing from 
partiality.  22 Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of others; keep yourself pure. 

Introduction 
 In Hebrews 6.1-3, there are six elementary things of a foundational character from which 
we are to move upward, like moving up from the foundation to the superstructure of a building. 
They are repentance, faith, washings, laying on of hands, resurrection, and judgment. We must 
go on to higher understanding of these things. We must transcend them in the sense of going 
more fully into the fullness they represent foundationally. 
 To date, we have covered the first three items on this list, repentance, faith, and washings. 
“Going beyond repentance” means living the repentant life with vigor. Going beyond faith 
involves entrusting yourself to God in Christ more and more as you learn more and more about 
Him. Going beyond washings takes you to the theology of your baptism as God’s gospel sign. 
Now let us consider some things about transcending the basics of the fourth item on the list, the 
laying on of hands. We will cover this subject by considering two things: 1) “laying on of hands” 
in historical redemptive overview (in the history of redemption), and 2) going beyond the 
elements of pastoral ordination. The overview will show why the ultimate focus is on pastoral 
ordination. 
 
1A. “Laying on of hands” in historical redemptive overview 
 If we thought that the reference to baptism in the plural (in Heb. 6.2) was peculiar, then 
we probably think that the reference to “laying on of hands” in the same verse is even more 
peculiar. A couple of things make this subject unusual and difficult. On one hand, as we will see, 
the Scriptures give us very little explanatory material regarding this practice. On the other hand, 
we have very little experience with this practice. The one place that most of us have first hand 
exposure to laying on of hands is the ordination of men for gospel ministry. Pastoral ordination is 
a residual or remnant form of laying on of hands. Thus, if we view laying on of hands in its 
historical unfolding, it will look like a wedge that tapers forward to a point. That point is 
ordination to gospel ministry. In other words, the practice changed over time. There are things 
that were once associated with laying on of hands that are no longer present in the church. 
However, the entire wedge now has a cutting edge, a point that continues in the life of the 
church. That cutting edge, or thin edge of the wedge, is ordination to pastoral ministry.  
 As we overview the relevant passages, it will become clear that the limited residual 
practice of pastoral ordination carries an interesting load of implications that highlight the 
dignity and underscore the importance of the pastoral office. We can summarize the implications 
that give us the thin edge of the wedge in the following way. In the history of redemption, the 
laying on of hands teaches us that God touches sinners literally with His hands in Christ to bless 
them with healing by the Holy Spirit through duly ordained pastors. To ground this conclusion, 
we can do a brief survey of passages and give a brief summary. 
 1B. Survey 
 In the OT, besides the idea of laying hands on someone to take him away to jail, it is 
often the case that a priest will lay hands on an animal in the process of killing it (Lev. 8. 14, 18), 
or in the case of the scapegoat (Lev. 16. 21-28), the priest placed the sins of the people of God on 
the head of the goat that they did not kill, but set free in the wilderness.  
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 In the NT, we can first note that Jesus blessed the little children by laying His hands on 
them (And he took them in his arms and blessed them, laying his hands on them, Mk. 10.16).  The action is 
something distinct from embracing the children and merely touching them. It is a specific 
touching with prayer (Then children were brought to him that he might lay his hands on them and pray, Mat. 
19.13). By this action, Jesus granted spiritual blessings.  
 Furthermore, by the laying on of hands, Jesus blessed the sick with physical healing: Now 
when the sun was setting, all those who had any who were sick with various diseases brought them to him, and he laid 
his hands on every one of them and healed them (Lk. 4.40; Mk. 8-23-25, restoring sight; Lk. 13.13,  
healing on the Sabbath). Sometimes the apostles healed people by the laying on of hands (It 
happened that the father of Publius lay sick with fever and dysentery. And Paul visited him and prayed, and putting his 
hands on him healed him, Acts 28.8). It is often associated with prayer, as in the example of Jesus. 
 In keeping with the theme of blessing, a number of passages indicate that by the laying 
on of hands, before or after water baptism, people received the Holy Spirit.  
 Acts 8:14-17 14 Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the word of God, they 
sent to them Peter and John, 15 who came down and prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit, 16 for he 
had not yet fallen on any of them, but they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.  17 Then they laid their 
hands on them and they received the Holy Spirit.   
 Acts 9:17 So Ananias departed and entered the house. And laying his hands on him he said, "Brother Saul, the 
Lord Jesus who appeared to you on the road by which you came has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be 
filled with the Holy Spirit."   
 Acts 19:5-6 5 On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.  6 And when Paul had laid his 
hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they began speaking in tongues and prophesying.   
The action is associated with the blessing and blessings of the Spirit: the Spirit as a blessing and 
the blessings the Spirit gives. That is, Jesus became incarnate in order to touch sinners who come 
to Him like little children. He came into the world to heal them by giving them the Holy Spirit as 
a saving blessing. He came to give the blessings of the Holy Spirit to the church for the time 
between His comings. Notably, the giving of the Spirit included the word gifts of speaking in 
tongues and prophesying, which is an arrow that flies directly to the foundation of the church 
that we now have in the NT. Thus, we no longer have these blessings of the Spirit (the revelatory 
word gifts) because the product they were designed to give is now at our disposal in the NT. 
Therefore, laying on of hands had a unique and temporary function in the history of redemption 
related to the coming of the Spirit and the blessings of the Spirit that gave us the gospel of new 
covenant fulfillment.   
 Finally, there are passages that relate to commissioning for service. To free the apostles 
for the word and prayer, the first deacons were set apart by the laying on of hands: These they set 
before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them (Acts 6.6). The church sent Paul and 
Barnabas on mission in the same way: Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent 
them off (Acts 13.3), and Paul likewise commissioned Timothy: For this reason I remind you to fan into 
flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands (2 Tim. 1.6). In the end, there is only 
one passage that directs us today regarding this blessing, healing, and ordaining practice. In it, 
Paul puts limits on the practice and thus brings us to what we are calling our residual experience: 
Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of others; keep yourself pure ( 1 Tim. 5.22).  
 2B. Summary 
 Now let us summarize the teaching that we get from the history of redemption. Here, we 
should not forget the fact that sinful people sought to “lay hands on” Jesus to arrest Him and kill 
Him (Jn. 7.44); and they finally did so, for He was crucified by the hands of lawless men (Acts 
2.23).  
 In the big picture, it seems best to interpret the laying on of hands in light of the 
accomplished work of Christ. Thus, the laying on of hands by Him and on Him for blessing, 
epitomized in healings, and finalized on the cross now has a derivative and residual place in the 
ordination of men for the gospel ministry.  
 Unbelievers laid their hands on Christ and took Him away to crucifixion. He became the 
scapegoat who bore our sins in His own body and carried them away into the wilderness. The 
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goat’s freedom pictures our freedom from sin; the placing of sins on its head pictures the fact 
that Christ secured our freedom by bearing the punishment we deserve.  
 For the apostolic period of the church, the work of Christ brought the blessing of the 
Spirit and the blessings of the Spirit (such as word gifts of tongues and prophesying) in order to 
put the foundation of the church in place. The foundation is the commissioned apostolic witness 
to Christ in oral and then written form. The product of the laying on of hands (in the thick part of 
the wedge) is the gospel of the NT particularly embodied in the record of healing miracles (the 
thin edge of the wedge). Christ now gives that gospel blessing of the Spirit through ordained 
preachers who enter into the labors of the apostles by the laying on of hands for the proclamation 
of their message in post-apostolic times to the end of the age. 
 For me as your pastor, this teaching is a remarkable way to underscore the dignity and 
importance of pastoral ministry to which I have been ordained by the laying on of hands. I must 
see my duty in a fuller light now than ever before. I can remember the fact of ordination but not 
the details. I must go beyond the foundational fact to what it represents. How do I get at what it 
represents given that there is little to no explanation in Scripture on this action? The answer has 
to be that I must see my ordination to service as a pastor primarily in light of the gospel to which 
the laying on of hands points us all: to the good news that God literally touches sinners in Christ 
to bless them with healing of body and soul by the blessing of the Spirit through ordained 
preachers of the gospel.   
 This view of the gospel from the angle of the laying on of hands is the context for both 
my duty and your duty in the giving and receiving of pastoral care.  So let us briefly consider how 
we go beyond the elements of pastoral ordination.  
 
2A. Going beyond the elements of pastoral ordination 
 We can divide this into interrelated duties of pastors and members by inferring from the 
duties of one to the other in the context of 1 Timothy 5. 
 1B. Duties of pastors 
 In a word, the pastor’s duty is to exercise authority in proclaiming the gospel from a 
posture of growth in maturity. 
 1) To exercise authority 
 The exercise of authority is central in the fulfillment of the minister’s calling. He is to rule 
well (1 Tim. 5.17); He has authority and he is to exercise it properly. It is an authority that comes 
from Christ. The church acknowledges this authority by laying hands on qualified men. This 
takes place after reasonable examination of the prospective pastor by the criteria given in the NT 
and put into the hands of the church for evaluation. Accordingly, my ordination certificate states: 
“We the members of the Westminster Reformed Church…after expending more that adequate 
time examining the gifts and testimony of Richard A. Ostella [two years] and being convinced of 
his call of God, we do herewith set our hand and install him as elder, ordained to the ministry of 
the Gospel” (Lord’s Day, October 29, 1978).  
 2) In proclamation of the gospel 
 Pastoral authority comes to expression in preaching and teaching the word of God: elders 
who rule well …who labor in preaching and teaching (1 Tim. 5.17).  
 3) From a posture of maturing repentance and faith 
 In 1 Timothy 5.21-22, there is much for the pastor to prayerfully incorporate into his life 
more and more. 21 In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of the elect angels I charge you to keep these 
rules without prejudging, doing nothing from partiality.  22 Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the 
sins of others; keep yourself pure. 
 There are a number of things that the pastor is not to be. He is not to be censorious or 
hasty in judging (prejudging), he is not to be partial (showing favoritism), or be hasty in laying 
hands on others. Although he will see the sins of others because of the clear light of Scripture 
into which he immerses himself, he must not participate in them. He must find the balance 
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between covering a multitude of sins in love and addressing these sins with wisdom. Finally, he 
must not be impure or insincere. He must continually come under the exposure of the light of the 
law that causes sorrow for sin and renewed hunger for righteousness. In other words, the pastor 
is to live the repentant life. He is first a Christian before he is a pastor.  
 2B. Duties of members 
 By implication, the duties of members are evident in this text and addressing them is how 
you go beyond the bare sketch, the elements, of pastoral ordination by laying on of hands.  
 1) Scripture tells you to support your pastor 
 Again, we have the famous oxen illustration: 17 Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of 
double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching.  18 For the Scripture says, "You shall not muzzle 
an ox when it treads out the grain," and, "The laborer deserves his wages" (1 Tim. 5.17-18).   
 2) Scripture tells you to hold your pastor accountable 
 Here is a text with some sharp edges to it: 19 Do not admit a charge against an elder except on the 
evidence of two or three witnesses.  20 As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so that the 
rest may stand in fear (1 Tim. 5.19-20). A pastor-elder may have charges brought against him; you 
observe his life and teaching and need to do so critically. I would hope with love, but 
critically…with your eyes wide open. You must do this because pastors are frail and fallible 
sinners, and because the most important thing is that your lives are grounded solidly in God’s 
holy word. In other words, the qualifications for ordination by the laying on of hands are in your 
hands, not for witch hunting or censoriousness on your part, but for wise checking and balancing 
for the sake of Christ and the gospel. We all ought to have a godly, reverential, and serious fear 
regarding the things of God that we learn and enjoy as pastor and flock.  
 3) Scripture tells you to submit to your pastor 
 The other side of elders who rule (1 Tim. 5.17) is members who submit to their pastors. 
Submission is something easy to talk about but difficult to do when it is most necessary; it is 
often neglected by those who most need it. It is a grace that you are to learn as children, wives, 
employees, and citizens. It demands humility for true obedience to Christ in all these areas. It is 
also a grace that you are to learn and apply as members of the church. This notion can cause a 
deep reality check. Sometimes it has an uncomfortable eyeball to eyeball dimension to it because 
as a sinner you must look into the eyes of another sinner and listen to that sinner help you 
overcome your sins. There is only one thing that can motivate this humility: submission to Christ 
who submitted Himself into the hands of sinners for your salvation. This is His command. 
 It seems that the question to ask here is this: what is the most practical way that you as 
church members fulfill the duty of submission to your pastor? In a single word, the most 
practical way to fulfill the duty of church member submission is by cooperation. In other words,   
one way to practice submission is by practicing a cooperative spirit in relation to what your 
pastor asks of you from times of meeting to the content of Bible studies and sermons. Of course, 
you are not to be “push overs.”  Instead, you are to be helpers in the work of the gospel by 
helping the pastor help you. This involves both attitude and action as the pastor requires things 
from you by how he ministers the word of God publicly and privately. It includes the important 
practice of making miles out of his teaching by dialogue with the pastor and with one another.  
 
Conclusion 
 In a word, conversation on Scripture with one another and with the pastor is on the top of 
the list for going beyond the sketch of the laying on of hands in the history of redemption. You 
help me transcend my ordination in practical ways when you share your needs with me for 
prayer, seek my counsel, converse with me on the Scriptures, use me as a resource. These things 
prompt me forward in fulfilling my calling by the laying on of hands with joy, and this is for 
your advantage, as Hebrews 13.17 tells us.  

Let us fall down before the majesty of Jesus Christ our risen Lord and praise Him for the abundant 
blessing that He bestows on us by His literal touch, by His laying on of hands, to Him be all glory, 
amen.   


