
CHAPTER 9 
 

Paul’s Instruction 
to Timothy 
 
 
 
“What I say is true: Anyone wanting to become an elder desires a good work” 

1 Timothy 3:1 (New Century Version) 
 
 
 
 
First Timothy is one of the most relevant New Testament letters for understanding the mission, 
organization, and life of the local church.  It demands reform, correction, and discipline for many 
of the problems that trouble churches today.  This Spirit-inspired, New Testament letter confronts 
such highly contemporary issues as: 
 

• Disciplining church leaders (5:19-25) 
 
• Qualifications for church leaders (3:1-13) 
 
• Women in leadership (2:9-15) 
 
• The spiritual disciplines of a church leader (1:18,19; 4:6-16) 
 
• The teaching ministry of the church (4:14; 5:17,18) 
 
• Care for the poor and the senior members of the congregation (5:1-6:2; 6:18,19) 
 
• Confronting false teachers and cults (1:3-11,18-20; 4:1-5; 6:3-6) 
 
• The prayer ministry of the church (2:1-8) 
 
• The issues of wealth and materialism (6:5-19) 
 
• The proclamation and protection of the gospel message (3:7,15,16) 
 

    Furthermore, 1 Timothy is the most important letter of the New Testament for the study of 
biblical eldership.  It contains more direct, detailed, systematic teaching on eldership than any 
other New Testament letter.  It also addresses two topics that are closely intertwined with the 
study of elders--deacons (3:8-13) and women (2:9-15).  For these reasons, the largest portion of 
this book’s expositional material centers around 1 Timothy.  If we are to fully comprehend the 



teachings of this letter, however, we must first understand the disruptive situation in the church at 
Ephesus that prompted its writings. 
 
 

The Historical Setting 
 
 

    For three years, Paul labored in the city of Ephesus and established a sound church (A.D. 53-
56).  When he was about to leave Asia Minor, Paul summoned the Ephesian elders for a final 
farewell meeting (A.D. 57).  Gathered with the elders on the shore of Miletus, Paul solemnly 
warned the elders to be on guard because savage wolves would soon come.  Acts 20 records this 
apostolic sermon: 
 

    For I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole purpose of God.  Be on guard for 
yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to 
shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.  I know that after 
my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from 
among your own selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the 
disciples after them.  Therefore be on the alert, remembering that night and day for a 
period of three years I did not cease to admonish each one with tears (Acts 20:27-31). 

 
    Five or six years after this prophetic warning to the Ephesian elders, the church in Ephesus was 
caught in the deathly grip of false teachers.  The letter of 1 Timothy seems to indicate that the 
heresy had erupted from within the church.  Paul’s ominous words had come true: “and from 
among your own selves men will arise, speaking perverse things” (Acts 20:30). 

We cannot be positive about Paul’s exact movements following his release from Roman 
imprisonment (A.D. 62; Acts 28), but we do know that he and Timothy visited Ephesus.  Their 
visit was not pleasant.  False teachers were poisoning the church with deadly doctrines.  In order 
to stop these teachers, Paul took radical action.  He excommunicated the two leading perpetrators, 
Hymenaeus and Alexander (1 Tim. 1:19,20).  Paul then moved on to Macedonia, leaving 
Timothy in Ephesus to help the embattled church and particularly to stop the advancement of 
false teachings:  “As I urged you upon my departure for Macedonia, remain on at Ephesus, in 
order that you may instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines” (1 Tim. 1:3). 

Paul knew that Timothy faced a difficult assignment.  He was keenly aware of the tough 
problems Timothy would encounter.  Like tough, deeply rooted weeds, false teaching is hard to 
pull out once it has taken root.  The opposition at Ephesus was fiercely argumentative (1 Tim. 
6:3-5,20), so Paul wrote the letter of 1 Timothy to formally reinforce his verbal instructions to 
Timothy and to the church. 
    Given this background, it is easy to understand why a strong sense of urgency permeates the 
entire letter.  “The church that Paul addresses,” writes commentator Philip Towner, “had been 
torn apart by the false teachers, and much of this letter is aimed at putting the pieces back 
together.”i  The letter is all business.  Biblical commentator and former principal of St. Edmund 
Hall, Oxford, J.N.D. Kelly writes, “Throughout [1 Timothy] we get the impression of acute 
dissatisfaction with conditions in the Ephesian church.”ii  Paul even omits his usual thanksgiving 
that is found at the beginning of most of his letters and does not conclude the letter with his 
customary greetings from other saints.  First Timothy lacks the intensely personal elements found 
in 2 Timothy.  Whatever personal elements exist relate to Timothy’s duties in Ephesus. 
    Although Timothy was Paul’s intimate friend and personal assistant, this letter is written in a 
formal, official, and authoritative manner.  The opening words illustrate this point and set the 
tone for the rest of the letter: “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus according to the commandment of 



God our Savior....”  This is the only salutation in which Paul states that he is an apostle 
“according to the commandment of God.”  Paul’s use of a formal salutation in a letter to a 
beloved friend prompts Patrick Fairbairn (1805-1874), a Scottish theologian and commentator, to 
write: “It was right, therefore, he [Timothy] should feel that necessity was laid upon him; that the 
voice which speaks to him is that not merely of a revered instructor or a spiritual father, but of a 
Heaven-commissioned ambassador, who has a right to declare the divine will and rule with 
authority in the Christian church.”iii  As Christ’s ambassador, Paul was under divine orders.  So, 
too, Timothy was under orders from God and Christ’s apostle to perform his duty faithfully in a 
time of crisis.  The letter was meant, then, to authorize Timothy to act as Paul’s representative in 
Ephesus. 
    The church in Ephesus urgently needed corrective discipline.  Senseless, destructive doctrines 
were being taught that disrupted the entire inner life of the church.  Christians were acting 
unlovingly toward one another.  Quite likely, unqualified men had become elders and fallen into 
sin.  Some women were crudely flaunting their wealth and new-found knowledge.  Exclusive 
ideas and fighting among men had adversely affected the church’s prayers.  Needy widows were 
forsaken by their selfish families and forced to rely on the church for support.  Sin was ignored.  
But worst of all, the gospel message and its reputation in the unbelieving community was 
seriously threatened.  As a result of these problems, Paul spells out in the letter of 1 Timothy (1) 
how Timothy should faithfully execute his duties, (2) how he should handle the false teachers, 
and (3) how the local church should conduct itself as God’s household and the pillar and 
foundation of the truth. 
    This last point is of direct interest to our study.  In 1 Timothy 3:14,15, Paul states: 

 
I am writing these things to you [Timothy], hoping to come to you before long; but in 

case I am delayed, I write so that you may know how one ought to conduct himself in the 
household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and support of the truth 
(italics added).  

 
    The “these things” mentioned in verse 14 are the instructions Paul writes to Timothy and the 
church, which begin in chapter two (1 Tim. 2:1-3:13).  They are the God-given principles for 
ordering the life of the church.  The word “conduct” (anastrepho) in verse 15 means “behavior,” 
“one’s manner of life and character,” or, as one Greek lexicon puts it: [to] “live in the sense of the 
practice of certain principles.”iv The conduct, then, of every single member of the church family 
must conform to these apostolic principles. 
    The reason for insisting upon proper conduct and order is that the local church is “the 
household of God,” “the church of the living God,” and “the pillar and support of the truth.”  
“The gist of Paul’s message,” writes J.N.D. Kelly, “is that order, in the widest sense of the term, 
is necessary in the Christian congregation precisely because it is God’s household, his chosen 
instrument for proclaiming to men the saving truth of the revelation of the God-man, Jesus 
Christ.”v 
    As in any successful household, but especially God’s, proper structure, responsible behavior, 
discipline, and love are required.  An unruly, dysfunctional household ruins the lives of its 
members and is an offense to the community.  God’s household should enrich and protect its 
members and be an inviting testimony of the gospel’s truth to the unbelieving world.  High on 
Paul’s list for the proper governing of God’s household are qualified, godly elders (1 Tim. 3:1-
7,10; 5:17-25).  If the elders of God’s household deviate from sound doctrine or are of 
reproachable character, the entire household will suffer. 
    Not only is the local church God’s household, it is “the pillar and support [foundation] of the 
truth.”  The truth that the church holds up before the world and supports is the gospel message of 
Christ: 



 
    And by common confession great is the mystery of godliness: 

He [Christ] who was revealed in the flesh, 
Was vindicated in the Spirit, 
Beheld by angels, 
Proclaimed among the nations, 
Believed on in the world, 
Taken up in glory (1 Tim. 3:16). 

 
    The description of the local church as the pillar and foundation of the truth reveals the church’s 
mission: to safeguard and proclaim the gospel of Christ.  Every local church is to be a gospel 
lighthouse, missionary agency, and gospel school.  Hence, for the local church to be ridden with 
heresy and false teachers is unspeakable.  Such a church delivers a bankrupted testimony to a 
world that needs the truth of Christ. 
    The conduct of the believing community, therefore, must speak well of the gospel and of Jesus 
Christ.  Of paramount importance, its spiritual leaders must be men of irreproachable character (1 
Tim. 3:2) and “have a good reputation with those outside the church” (1 Tim. 3:7).  Elders cannot 
teach and defend the gospel if their lives discredit the gospel.  So of utmost concern in the 
governing of the household of God, the pillar and foundation of the truth, is that its spiritual 
leaders are credible witnesses to the truth of the gospel. 
    Although the church in Ephesus had been governed by elders for more than five years, 
problems existed within the eldership.  Quite possibly unfit men had become elders since Paul 
had left the church, and some of the elders may have become false teachers.  It is obvious that the 
elders weren’t able to stop the false teachers, which is why Timothy had to remain in Ephesus.  
Even for Timothy, stopping these strong-minded men and women was difficult.  Therefore, Paul 
felt the church needed fresh instruction on eldership, particularly on the character and discipline 
of elders.   
    The fact that the elders at Ephesus had failed should not surprise us, however.  It is not easy to 
stop determined and energetic false teachers.  The elders of the churches of Galatia were also 
unable to stop the invasion of false teachers.  The tragic history of Christianity demonstrates the 
inability of many Christian leaders to keep churches pure from doctrinal error.  The desperate 
need for sound teaching leads Paul to address one of the most important issues of the local 
church--the moral and spiritual qualifications of its elders. 
 
 

The Qualifications for an Overseer 
 
 

    Paul sets the stage for his catalog of elder requirements with what he calls a “trustworthy 
statement.”  This is one of five trustworthy sayings in Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus (1 Tim. 
1:15; 3:1; 4:9; 2 Tim. 2:11; Titus 3:8).  Each saying is given special attention by the formula, “a 
trustworthy statement” (or “faithful is the saying”).  This quotation formula both emphasizes and 
makes a positive commendation about the saying with which it is associated.  In effect, it says 
that what is stated is indeed true and deserves constant repeating among the Lord’s people: “It is a 
trustworthy statement; if any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a fine work he desires to 
do” (1 Tim. 3:1).  Although we don’t know whether this saying originated with Paul or within the 
collective body of early Christians, the “trustworthy statement” indicates a widely accepted view 
that the work of the office of overseer is a fine work. 
    The phrase, “the office of overseer,” represents one word in Greek, episkope, which can be 
literally rendered “overseership.”  It represents the position and function of the church official 



called the overseer (episkopos) who is mentioned in verse 2.  The overseer of verse 2 is not 
someone different from the elders of 1 Timothy 5:17-25 who lead and teach the church.  Paul 
plainly demonstrates that overseer is used interchangeably for elder when he switches from the 
term “elders” to the term “overseer” within the Titus list of elder qualifications (Titus 1:5,7). 
    The singular form of the word “overseer” does not imply that there was only one overseer in 
the church at Ephesus.  We know that in Paul’s previous speech to the Ephesian elders (the same 
church leaders mentioned in 1 Timothy), he addresses a plurality of overseers (Acts 20:17,28); to 
the church in Philippi, Paul greets a plurality of “overseers.”  The reason that the term “overseer” 
in 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:7 is singular is because Paul uses a generic singular, that is, the 
singular name representing an entire class or type when speaking about the overseers.  Thus, the 
singular “overseer” stands for all overseers--all elders. 
    This use of the generic singular is not an unusual way for Paul to express himself.  Paul freely 
uses the generic singular--“woman,” “widow,” “elder,” and “the Lord’s servant”--when referring 
to special classes of people (1 Tim. 2:11-14; 5:5,19, and 2 Tim. 2:24).  The only occasions that 
Paul uses “overseer” in the singular are in his lists of qualifications for the office (1 Tim. 3:2; 
Titus 1:7).  In both cases, overseer is preceded by the singular construction “if any man” (1 Tim. 
3:1; Titus 1:6).  When he addresses the overseers directly, however, he uses the plural form 
because he is addressing a council of overseers, not a single overseer (Phil. 1:1; Acts 20:28).  
From Paul’s use of singular and plural constructions, we can conclude that the church structure of 
1 Timothy is pre-Ignatian and still follows the simple, brotherly, elder system of oversight that is 
recorded in Acts. 
    Paul goes on to say that overseership is “a fine work.”  “Fine” renders the Greek word kalos, 
which here conveys the idea of “excellent,” “good,” “worthwhile,” or “noble.”  “Work” is used in 
the sense of a specific “task” or “job.”  Acts 20:28 explains why overseership is an excellent 
work: overseers shepherd God’s Church that He purchased with His own blood.  To God, the 
Church is the most precious thing on earth.  In the face of many problems and labors, the greatest 
encouragement and incentive an elder can have is to know that he performs an exceedingly 
excellent work--one that is worthy of the sacrifice of one’s life. 
    In brief, this early Christian saying declares the great value of the work of the office of 
overseer (eldership) while also encouraging those who desire this work.  It is equally important 
that congregations today realize the worthwhile character of the elders’ task.  They need to realize 
its significance so they will support and encourage the elders in their work on behalf of the 
church. 
    Since God declares the office of overseer to be an excellent work, it follows that an overseer 
must be a man of excellent Christian character.  A noble task naturally demands a noble person.  
To assure that only men of good character assume the role of overseer, Paul provides the local 
church with public, observable qualifications to protect both the office and the church: 
 

    An overseer, then, must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, temperate, 
prudent, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not addicted to wine or pugnacious, but 
gentle, uncontentious, free from the love of money.  He must be one who manages his 
own household well, keeping his children under control with all dignity (but if a man 
does not know how to manage his own household, how will he take care of the church of 
God?); and not a new convert, lest he become conceited and fall into the condemnation 
incurred by the devil.  And he must have a good reputation with those outside the church, 
so that he may not fall into reproach and the snare of the devil (1 Tim. 3:2-7). 
 

    The verb “must be” is an imperative.  So the overseer “must be” of a certain moral and spiritual 
character or he doesn’t qualify to be an overseer.  Paul skillfully emphasizes this point because 
this is probably where the church tragically failed, as many churches do today.  God wants us to 



know that a properly qualified elder is a nonnegotiable requirement for the government of God’s 
household. 
    God provides objective, observable qualifications to test the subjective desire of all who seek 
the office of overseer.  Desire alone is not enough; it must be matched by good character and 
spiritual capability.  In his summary of Paul’s fourteen specific qualifications, George Knight 
writes: “The items focus on two areas: (1) personal self-discipline and maturity, and (2) ability to 
relate well to others and to teach and care for them.  These two are intertwined, although there 
seems to be a tendency to move from the personal to the interpersonal.”vi 
 
ABOVE REPROACH: Heading the list of qualifications stands the general, overarching, “all-
embracing”vii qualification: “above reproach” (anepilemptos).  To be above reproach means to be 
free from any offensive or disgraceful blight of character or conduct, particularly as described in 
verses 2-7.  When an elder is irreproachable, critics cannot discredit his Christian profession of 
faith or prove him unfit to lead others (Neh. 6:13).  He has a clean moral and spiritual reputation.  
Since all God’s people are called to live holy and blameless lives (Phil. 2:15; 1 Thess. 5:23), 
since the world casts a critical eye at the Christian community (1 Peter 3:15,16), and since 
Christian leaders lead primarily by their example (1 Peter 5:3), an irreproachable life is 
indispensable to the Christian leader.  Job, for example, was an elder among his people (Job 
29:7,21,25; 31:21), and he, the Scripture says, was morally above reproach: “There was a man in 
the land of Uz, whose name was Job, and that man was blameless, upright, fearing God, and 
turning away from evil” (Job 1:1). 
    Paul now begins to delineate concrete, observable qualities that define what it means to be 
irreproachable. 



 
THE HUSBAND OF ONE WIFE: In both of Paul’s qualification lists, he places the qualification 
“the husband of one wife” immediately after “above reproach.”  So the first and foremost area in 
which an elder must be above reproach is in his marital and sexual life. 
    The phrase, “the husband of one wife,” and its related phrase, “the wife of one man,” occur 
four times in the New Testament.  Each occurrence is in the context of qualifications for 
overseers, deacons, or widows: 

 
•An overseer, then, must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, temperate, prudent, 
respectable, hospitable, able to teach (1 Tim. 3:2). 

 
•Let deacons be husbands of only one wife, and good managers of their children and 
their own households (1 Tim. 3:12). 

 
•Let a widow be put on the list only if she is not less than sixty years old, having been the 
wife of one man (1 Tim. 5:9). 

 
•If any man be above reproach, the husband of one wife, having children who believe, 
not accused of dissipation or rebellion (Titus 1:6). 

 
    The phrase “husband of one wife” is made up of three words in Greek: mias gynaikos andra.  
The words literally mean: 

 
• mias, one 
• gynaikos, wife or woman  
• andra, husband or man  

 
The phrase “of one wife” is placed first in an emphatic position to stress the idea of “one 

wife.”  It modifies the noun “husband.”  Thus we can translate the phrase in the following ways: 
“one-wife husband,” “one-woman man,” or “husband of one wife.”  There is broad disagreement, 
however, on the proper interpretation of this little phrase.  We will consider four possibilities:  

 
• elders must be married 
• elders must not be polygamists 
• elders may marry only once 
• elders must be maritally and sexually above reproach 

 
    It’s not uncommon to hear people say that an elder must be married because Scripture says he 
must be “the husband of one wife.”  This, however, is not an accurate interpretation.  If Paul 
requires elders to be married, he flatly contradicts what he teaches in 1 Corinthians 7 where he 
outlines the distinct advantages of singleness in serving the Lord and even encourages singleness 
for the purpose of more effective, undivided service (1 Cor. 7:32-35; cf. Matt. 19:12).  If an elder 
is required to be married, Paul should have qualified his statements about the advantage of 
singleness because singleness would disqualify an aspiring elder or deacon.  However, Paul 
didn’t write, “an elder must be a man who has a wife.”  Rather, he says that an elder must be a 
one-wife man, which is quite a different point.   

Using similar logic, some people also conclude that an elder must have children because of  
the qualification that an elder manage “his own household well, keeping his children under 
control” (1 Tim. 3:4).  I’ve talked with some men, for example, who don’t believe they can serve 
as elders or deacons because they have only one child.  They say that Paul’s qualification requires 



“children.” Paul, however, is not requiring an elder to father two or more children.  We must 
realize the limitations of Paul’s language.  He wouldn’t use “child” because people would then 
think that an elder could have only one child.  He is simply saying that an elder who has offspring 
must manage his home well. 

The fact is, most men are married and have children.  Scripture requires that these men have 
their homes in order and that their marital relationships exemplify what Christian marriage should 
be.  These qualifications obviously don’t apply to elders who are single or childless. 
    A number of biblical commentators believe that the phrase, “the husband of one wife,” means 
“married to one wife.”  They say that Paul’s intent was to prohibit polygamy--having two or more 
wives at the same time--and conclude that elders must not be polygamists. 

This seems like a good interpretation on the surface, but the related phrase, “the wife of one 
man” (1 Tim. 5:9), makes this interpretation nearly impossible.  First Timothy 5:9 lists the 
qualifications for widows who receive living assistance from the church, and specifies that a 
woman must have been “the wife of one man.”  Certainly Paul wasn’t referring to women who 
had two or more husbands at one time, which is called polyandry.  Polyandry was abhorrent to 
Jews as well as to Romans and definitely was not a problem in the church.  So it is unlikely that 
the phrase, “the husband of one wife,” is intended primarily to address polygamy. 

Some prominent biblical commentators believe that this phrase means “married only once in 
a lifetime.”  Paul, they say, prohibits remarriage for any reason, even remarriage following the 
death of a spouse.  Thus a man who was divorced and remarried or a widower who had remarried 
wouldn’t qualify to be an elder or deacon.  This interpretation, however, is plainly at odds with 
the rest of the Bible’s teaching on the sanctity of marriage.viii  “Nowhere else in the N.T.,” writes 
biblical expositor J.E. Huther, “is there the slightest trace of any ordinance against second 
marriages.”ix 

By itself, the phrase “the husband of one wife” doesn’t indicate whether Paul means one 
wife in an entire lifetime or one wife at a time.  This phrase must be interpreted within the larger 
context of Paul’s overall teaching on marriage. It must never be allowed to contradict God’s 
clear, general teaching on marriage.  Therefore, from a New Testament perspective it is 
unthinkable that this phrase is meant to disqualify remarried widowers.  A remarried widower 
could still be called “the husband of one wife.” 
    Other commentators interpret this phrase to mean that men who have remarried following a 
divorce cannot be elders.  Among Jews, Romans, and Greeks, it was easy to divorce and remarry.  
In the case of remarriage following a divorce, two or three living women could have been married 
to the same man.  Some have termed this successive polygamy.  They believe Paul prohibits a 
remarried, divorced man from office because of the potentially embarrassing situations his ex-
wife (or ex-wives) creates for the elder and the congregation. 
    The correctness of this interpretation seems impossible to prove one way or the other.  In fact, 
the problem with this interpretation as well as the previous ones is that they create more problems 
than they solve.  The interpretation, married only once in a lifetime, particularly raises a hornet’s 
nest of mind-puzzling theological and marital questions.  Regarding the issue of whether or not a 
divorced or divorced and remarried man (whether the divorce took place before or after his 
conversion) can become an elder, the New Testament doesn’t directly comment.  Commentator 
Philip H. Towner is on target when he writes, “the point is not how often one can be married, nor 
precisely what constitutes a legitimate marriage (that the marriage of the candidate is legitimate is 
assumed), but rather how one conducts himself in his marriage.”x 
    A final interpretation, and the one favored here, is the simplest and least problem creating.  It 
contends that the phrase “the husband of one wife” is meant to be a positive statement that 
expresses faithful, monogamous marriage.  In English we would say, “faithful and true to one 
woman” or “a one-woman man.”  This latter phrasing closely follows the Greek wording. 



    Negatively, the phrase prohibits all deviation from faithful, monogamous marriage.  Thus it 
would prohibit an elder from polygamy, concubinage, homosexuality, and/or any questionable 
sexual relationship.  Positively, Scripture says the candidate for eldership should be a “one-
woman man,” meaning he has an exclusive relationship with one woman.  Such a man is above 
reproach in his sexual and marital life.  
    What does 1 Timothy say about sexual and marital sins committed before a person’s 
conversion to Christ?  What about people who have legally divorced and remarried (assuming the 
local church allows for such)?  What about the forgiveness and restoration of a fallen spiritual 
leader?  These and many other painful and controversial questions are not answered directly here.  
They must be answered from the whole of Scripture’s teaching on divorce and remarriage, 
forgiveness, grace, and restoration, as well as its teaching on leadership example and the full 
spectrum of elder qualifications. 
    All deviations from God’s standard of marital behavior confuse and perplex us.  Sin always 
confuses, distorts, and divides, so there will always be diverse opinions on questions such as 
these.  This in no way, however, diminishes the local church’s obligation to face these issues and 
make wise, scripturally sound decisions.  In all these heartbreaking situations, the honor of Jesus’ 
name, faithfulness to His Word, and prayer are the supreme guides. 
 
TEMPERATE: In Greek, the word “temperate” (nephalios) can mean sobriety in the use of 
wine.  Here, however, it is used to mean mental sobriety.xi  “Temperate” denotes self-control, 
balanced judgment, and freedom from debilitating excesses or rash behavior.  Negatively, it 
indicates the absence of any personal disorder that would distort a person’s judgment or conduct.  
Positively, it describes a person who is stable, circumspect, self-restrained, and clear-headed. 
    It is necessary that elders, who face many serious problems, pressures, and decisions, be 
mentally and emotionally stable.  Elders who lack a balanced mental and emotional perspective 
can easily be snared by the devil or false teachers. 
 
PRUDENT: Similar to the word “temperate,” “prudent” (sophron) also stresses self-control, 
particularly as it relates to exercising good judgment, discretion, and common sense.  To be 
prudent is to be sound-minded, discreet, and sensible, able to keep an objective perspective in the 
face of problems and disagreements.  Prudence is an essential quality of mind for a person who 
must exercise a great deal of practical discretion in handling people and their problems.  Prudence 
tempers pride, authoritarianism, and self-justification.   
 
RESPECTABLE: “Respectable” (kosmios) is associated with the word “prudent” (1 Tim. 2:9).  
A sensible-minded person will also be a well-behaved person.  Kosmios conveys the ideas of self-
control, proper behavior, and orderliness.  Although the word is used to describe properness in 
outward demeanor and dress in 1 Timothy 2:9, its usage here conveys the more general meaning 
of “ ‘orderly’...‘well-behaved,’ or ‘virtuous’...that which causes a person to be regarded as 
‘respectable’ by others.”xii  An elder cannot expect people to follow him if he is not respectable.   
 
HOSPITABLE: It is also necessary for an elder to be hospitable.  Hospitality is a concrete 
expression of Christian love and family life.  It is an important biblical virtue:  
 

• Job, the exemplary Old Testament elder, was a model of hospitality: “ ‘The alien has not 
lodged outside, For I have opened my doors to the traveler’ ” (Job 31:32). 

 
• Paul exhorts the Christians at Rome to pursue hospitality (Rom. 12:13). 
 
• Peter writes, “Be hospitable to one another without complaint” (1 Peter 4:9). 



 
• The author of Hebrews bids his readers:  “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, 

for by this some have entertained angels without knowing it” (Heb. 13:2). 
 
    These New Testament commands to practice hospitality are all found within the larger context 
of Christian love.  Unfortunately, most Christians, and even some Christian leaders, are unaware 
that hospitality is a biblical requirement for pastoral leadership in the church.  Some may even 
argue against such a seemingly insignificant point being a requirement for church shepherds.   
    Such thinking, however, shows an inadequate understanding of authentic Christian community, 
agape love, and the elder’s work. For an elder to be inhospitable is a poor example of Christian 
love and care for others.  The shepherd elder is to give himself lovingly and sacrificially for the 
care of the flock.  This cannot be done from a distance--with a smile and a handshake on Sunday 
morning or through a superficial visit.  Giving oneself to the care of God’s people means sharing 
one’s life and home with others.  An open home is a sign of an open heart and a loving, 
sacrificial, serving spirit.  A lack of hospitality is a sure sign of selfish, lifeless, loveless 
Christianity. 
    In my work as a pastor elder, I have found my home to be one of the most important tools I 
possess for reaching out to and caring for people.  Although the shepherd’s ministry of hospitality 
may seem like a small thing, it has an enormous, lasting impact on people.  If you doubt this, ask 
those to whom a shepherd has shown hospitality.  Invariably they will say that it is one of the 
most important, pleasant, and memorable aspects of the shepherd’s ministry.   
    In His mysterious ways, God works through the guest-host relationship to encourage and 
instruct His people.  So we must never underestimate the power of hospitality in ministering to 
people’s needs.  Those who love hospitality love people and are concerned about them.  If the 
local church’s elders are inhospitable, the local church will also be inhospitable and indifferent 
toward the needs of others. 
 
ABLE TO TEACH: Like Israel, the Christian community is built on Holy Scripture.  So those 
who oversee the community must be able to guide and protect it by instruction from Scripture.  
According to Acts 20, the elders must shepherd the flock of God.  A major part of shepherding 
the flock involves feeding it the Word of God.  Therefore, elders must be “able to teach” in order 
to do their job. 
    The ability to teach entails three basic elements: a knowledge of Scripture, the readiness to 
teach, and the ability to communicate.  This doesn’t mean that an elder must be an eloquent 
orator, a dynamic lecturer, or a highly gifted teacher (of which there are very few).  But an elder 
must know the Bible and be able to instruct others from it. 
    In his parallel list of elder qualifications in Titus, Paul expands on the meaning of “able to 
teach.”  He writes, “holding fast the faithful word which is in accordance with the teaching, that 
he [the elder] may be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict” 
(Titus 1:9).  An elder, then, must be able to open his Bible and exhort and encourage others from 
it.  He must also be able to discern false doctrine and refute it with Scripture.  God’s Word brings 
growth to the church and protects it from falsehood.  Therefore, shepherd elders must be able to 
teach God’s Word.  
 
NOT ADDICTED TO WINE: An elder must be above reproach in his use of alcohol.  Paul uses 
strong language here that means not preoccupied or overindulgent with wine.  Drunkenness is sin, 
and persistently drunken people require church discipline (see 1 Cor. 5:11; 6:9,10; Gal. 5:21; 
Eph. 5:18; 1 Peter 4:3).  So a person in a position of trust and authority over other people can’t 
have a drinking problem.  



    The Bible contains many warnings against the potential dangers of wine and strong drink (Isa. 
5:11,22; Prov. 20:1; 23:30-35; Hos. 4:11).  It specifically warns leaders about the dangers of 
alcohol: 

 
It is not for kings, O Lemuel,  
It is not for kings to drink wine,  
Or for rulers to desire strong drink,  
Lest they drink and forget what is decreed,  
And pervert the rights of all the afflicted (Prov. 31:4,5; cf. Lev. 10:8,9; Isa. 28:1,7,8; 56:9-
12).   
 

    Drunkenness has ruined countless lives.  It is reported that nearly half of the murders, suicides, 
and accidental deaths in America are related to alcohol.  One in four families has some problem 
with alcohol, making alcohol one of the largest health problems in America.xiii  The misery and 
heartbreak that alcoholism has caused multitudes of families is beyond imagination.  No one who 
has worked with the people or families who are its victims jokes about its destructive power.  
Alcoholism reduces life expectancy, breaks up families, and destroys people financially.  It’s a 
moral and spiritual problem of the greatest magnitude. 
    Elders work with people, often those who are troubled.  If an elder has a drinking problem, he 
will lead people astray and bring reproach upon the church.  His overindulgence will interfere 
with spiritual growth and service, and it may well lead to more degrading sins. 
    Note, however, that Paul says, “not addicted to wine.”  He is not presenting an absolute 
prohibition against drinking wine.  He is prohibiting the abuse of wine (or any other substance) 
that would damage a man’s testimony and work for God. 
 
NOT PUGNACIOUS: A pugnacious man is a fighter, a bad-tempered, irritable, out-of-control 
individual.  The Greek word is derived from the verb “to strike” and suggests a violent person 
who is prone to physical assault on others.  Wives and children especially feel the blows of a 
pugnacious man, and anyone who seriously frustrates a pugnacious man is a potential target for 
verbal, even physical, assault. 
    Elders must handle highly emotional interpersonal conflicts and deeply felt doctrinal 
disagreements between believers.  Elders are often at the center of very tense situations, so a bad-
tempered, pugnacious person is not going to solve issues and problems.  He will, in fact, create 
worse explosions.  Because a pugnacious man will treat the sheep roughly and even hurt them, he 
cannot be one of Christ’s undershepherds. 
 
GENTLE: “Gentle” is one of the most attractive and needed virtues required of an elder.  No 
English word adequately conveys the fullness of this word’s beauty and richness.  “Forbearing,” 
“kind,” “gentle,” “magnanimous,” “equitable,” and “gracious” all help capture the full range of 
its meaning.  Forbearance comes from God and is a chief source of peace and healing among His 
people.  So in his letter to the Philippian Christians, who were experiencing internal as well as 
external conflict, Paul says, “Let your forbearing spirit be known to all men” (Phil. 4:5). 
    The gentle man stands in vivid contrast to the pugnacious man.  A gentle man exhibits a 
willingness to yield and patiently makes allowances for the weakness and ignorance of the fallen 
human condition.  One who is gentle refuses to retaliate in kind for wrongs done by others and 
does not insist upon the letter of the law or his personal rights.  “Graciously amenable,” says one 
commentator, “yielding wherever yielding is possible rather than standing up for one’s rights.”xiv 
    Forbearance is a characteristic of God: “For Thou, Lord, art good, and ready to forgive [the 
same Greek word used in the LXX meaning forbearing or gentle], and abundant in 
lovingkindness to all who call upon Thee” (Ps. 86:5).  Gentleness also characterized the life of 



Jesus on earth:  “Now I Paul myself urge you by the meekness and gentleness of Christ” (2 Cor. 
10:1).  God fully expects His undershepherds to shepherd His people in the same way He does.  
He will not let His people be driven, beaten, condemned, or divided.  Thus the shepherd must be 
patient, gracious, and understanding with the erring--and at times, exasperating--sheep.  So many 
wrongs, disagreements, faults, hurts, and injustices exist in this sinful world that one would be 
forced to live in perpetual division, anger, and conflict were it not for forbearance.  So elders 
must be “gentle” and “forbearing” like Christ. 
 
UNCONTENTIOUS: Along with being gentle, it is important that an elder be uncontentious or 
peaceable.  Since the day Cain killed Abel, his brother, men have been fighting and killing one 
another (Gen. 4:5-8).  This is one of the wretched consequences of man’s sinful nature.  
Christians, however, are commanded to be different, “to malign no one, to be uncontentious, 
gentle, showing every consideration for all men” (Titus 3:2).   
    God hates division and fighting among His people: “There are six things which the Lord 
hates...A false witness who utters lies, and one who spreads strife among brothers” (Prov. 6:16-
19).  Yet fighting paralyzes and kills many local churches.  It may be the single, most distressing 
problem Christian leaders face.  Therefore, a Christian elder is required to be “uncontentious,” 
which means “not fighting” or “not quarrelsome.”  Positively stated, an elder must be a peaceable 
man.  As Paul writes, “And the Lord’s bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all, 
able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition” (2 
Tim. 2:24,25a). 
 
FREE FROM THE LOVE OF MONEY: An elder must not love money or be greedy.  So this 
qualification prohibits a base, mercenary interest that uses Christian ministry and people for 
personal profit.  Both Paul and Peter condemn what we would call “being in it for the money” (1 
Peter 5:2; Titus 1:7).  False teachers, Paul points out, are overly interested in money and in 
personal financial gain (1 Tim. 6:5; Titus 1:11).  The Pharisees were lovers of money who 
devoured widow’s houses (Luke 16:14; Mark 12:40).  The chief religious leaders of Jesus’ day 
turned the temple into a merchandise mart for their own profit (Mark 11:15-17). 
    Like a powerful drug, the love of money can delude the judgment of even the best men.  
Scripture sternly warns against the love of money: “For the love of money is a root of all sorts of 
evil, and some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith, and pierced themselves with 
many a pang” (1 Tim. 6:10).  Elders, then, cannot be the kind of men who are always interested in 
money.  They cannot be men who need to control the church’s funds and who refuse financial 
accountability.  Such men have distorted spiritual values and set the wrong example for the 
church.  They will inevitably fall into unethical financial dealings that will publicly disgrace the 
Lord’s name. 
    In stark contrast, an elder should be content with God’s provision.  In Hebrews 13:5 the writer 
exhorts his readers, “Let your character be free from the love of money, being content with what 
you have; for He Himself has said, ‘I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you.’ ”  Paul 
states the matter this way: “For we have brought nothing into the world, so we cannot take 
anything out of it either.  And if we have food and covering, with these we shall be content.  But 
those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful desires 
which plunge men into ruin and destruction” (1 Tim. 6:7-9).  Elders, then, must model godly 
contentment and faith in Christ’s loving provision for them. 
    In summarizing verse 3, George Knight observes, “In short, the bishop’s life is not to be 
dominated or controlled by wine or money, nor may it be one of strife, but rather it must be one 
of peace and gentleness.”xv  In contrast, a man who is controlled by money or alcohol is not 
controlled by the Holy Spirit.  He is not stable, self-controlled, sound-minded, or respectable.  He 
is controlled by base desires that will inevitably lead to other sins and public reproach. 



 
A MAN WHO MANAGES HIS HOUSEHOLD WELL: A prospective elder must be able to 
manage (prohistemi: lead and care for; see 1 Thess. 5:12) his household “well.”  The key 
measurement when evaluating a man’s management of his household is his children’s behavior.  
So Paul requires that he keep “his children under control with all dignity.”  This means he must 
be a responsible Christian father, husband, and household manager.  He must have a reputation 
for providing for his family, financially, emotionally, and spiritually.  Concerning this 
qualification, Donald Guthrie, former professor at London Bible College, remarks, “A most 
important principle, which has not always had the prominence it deserves....  Any man unable to 
govern his children graciously and gravely by maintaining good discipline, is no man for 
government in the Church.”xvi 
    A well-managed family means that the children obey and submit to the father’s leadership.  
The way in which that relationship is manifested is especially important: it is to be “with all 
dignity.”  The father is not to be a spirit-crushing tyrant who gains submission by harsh 
punishment.  Elsewhere Paul writes, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger; but bring 
them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4).  Thus a Christian father must 
control his children in an honorable, respectful, and dignified way.  Of course there are no 
perfect, problem-free children in this world.  Even the best Christian fathers and mothers have 
child-rearing problems, but these parents resolve the problems and are involved with their 
children in responsible, caring ways.  They guide their children through the many storms of life. 
    We must note that the children referred to in verse 4 are children who live at home, under their 
father’s authority: “keeping [present tense] his children under control with all dignity.”  In the 
Titus 1:6 passage, the verb in the phrase “having children who believe” also indicates that the 
children are presently in the home and under the father’s authority. xvii  I mention this because 
some people believe that a man is not a viable candidate for eldership until all his children have 
reached adulthood.  But this is not what the passage says.  Some men still father children at the 
age of forty or forty-five, and God does not intend for them to wait until they are nearly seventy 
years of age before they are qualified to serve as elders.  Furthermore, we must note that the 
passage doesn’t teach that an elder must have children.  This instruction simply applies to men 
who do have children. 
    The critical importance of this requirement is immediately underscored by the rhetorical 
question Paul asks in verse 5: “But if a man does not know how to manage his own household, 
how will he take care of the church of God?”  The answer to that question is a resounding 
negative--he can’t care for the church of God if he doesn’t know how to manage his own 
household.  The Greek word rendered “care for” (epimelesetai) stresses the loving, personal 
attention of meeting the church’s various needs.  It doesn’t, however, eliminate the idea of 
leading or directing, which is an essential part of caring for the church.  
 
NOT A NEW CONVERT: Scripture prohibits a “new convert” from serving as an elder.  A new 
convert is a beginner in the faith, a baby Christian, a recent convert.  No matter how spiritual, 
zealous, knowledgeable, or talented a new convert may be, he is not spiritually mature.  Maturity 
requires time and experience for which there is no substitute, so a new convert is simply not ready 
for the arduous task of shepherding God’s flock. 
    There is nothing wrong with being “a new convert.”  All Christians begin life in Christ as 
babies and grow to maturity.  An elder, however, must be mature and know his own heart.  A new 
Christian does not know his own heart or understand the craftiness of the enemy, so he is 
vulnerable to pride--the most subtle of all temptations and most destructive of all sins.  Pride 
caused the devil’s ruin (Ezek. 28:11-19; Gen. 3:5, 14,15).  Like the devil, the prideful elder will 
inevitably fall.  “Pride goes before destruction,” the Bible says, “And a haughty spirit before 



stumbling” (Prov. 16:18; cf. 11:2; 18:1; 29:23).  Biblical history shows that pride has destroyed 
the greatest of men (2 Chron. 26:16; 32:25). 
    The position of elder (especially in a large, well-established church such as the one in Ephesus) 
carries considerable honor and authority.  For a recent convert, the temptation of pride would be 
too great.  Pride would destroy the man, causing personal disgrace, loss, exposure, divine 
chastisement, and possibly wrecking his faith.  It would also hurt the church.  So Paul warns 
against appointing a new convert as an elder, “lest he become conceited and fall into the 
condemnation incurred by the devil.”  
    As to why this qualification is not listed in the Titus catalog of qualifications, we can only 
guess.  It may have been that leadership by new converts was a real problem in the church at 
Ephesus.  Perhaps new converts were deceived about their giftedness and spiritual intelligence 
and stirred up confusion in the church. 
 
A MAN WITH A GOOD REPUTATION AMONG NONBELIEVERS: Finally, and of 
significant importance, an elder “must have a good reputation with those outside the church.”  
Both the apostles Paul and Peter express deep concern that Christians have a good reputation 
before a watching, nonbelieving world (1 Cor. 10:32; Phil. 2:15; Col. 4:5,6; 1 Thess. 4:11,12; 1 
Tim. 2:1,2; 5:14; 6:1; Titus 2:5,8,10; 3:1-2; 1 Peter 2:12,15; 3:1,16).  If all believers are required 
to have a good testimony before nonChristians, then it is imperative that the leaders have a good 
reputation with unbelievers.  The church’s evangelistic credibility and witness is tied to the moral 
reputation of its leaders.   
    In reality, the nonChristians may know more about the character and conduct of the 
prospective elder than the church.  Quite often the prospective elder’s nonChristian fellow 
workers or relatives actually have more daily contact with the church leader than do the people in 
church.  So “Paul is concerned,” writes George Knight, “that those who may judge less 
sympathetically but perhaps also more realistically and knowledgeably will render a 
‘good’...verdict both from the perspective of their own consciences...and also from their 
awareness of the particular man’s commitment and consistency in terms of his Christian faith.”xviii   
    An outsiders’ opinion of a Christian leader’s character cannot be dismissed, for it affects the 
evangelistic witness of the entire church, “the pillar and support of the truth.”  That is why Paul 
emphatically states “he must have a good reputation.”  The verb “must,” the same verb used in 
verse 2, again stresses the absolute necessity and importance of this matter.   
    The reason for emphatically insisting on this qualification is that an elder with an unfavorable 
or sinful reputation among nonChristians will “fall into reproach and the snare of the devil” in a 
far more destructive way than those he leads.  If a pastor elder has a reputation among 
nonbelievers as a dishonest businessman, womanizer, or adulterer, the unbelieving community 
will take special note of his hypocrisy.  NonChristians will say, “He acts that way, and he’s a 
church elder!”  They will ridicule and mock him.  They will scoff at the people of God.  They 
will talk about him and will generate plenty of sinister gossip.  They will raise tough, 
embarrassing questions.  He will be discredited as a Christian leader and suffer disgrace and 
insults.  His influence for good will be ruined and he will endanger the church’s evangelistic 
mission.  The elder will certainly become a liability to the church, not a spiritual asset. 
    But that is not all.  Fully aware of the devil’s ways (2 Cor. 2:11), Paul adds that the defamed 
elder will also fall into “the snare of the devil.”  The devil is pictured as a cunning hunter (1 Peter 
5:8).  Using public criticism and the elder’s own inconsistencies, the devil will entrap the unwary 
Christian into more serious sin--uncontrolled bitterness, angry retaliation, lying, further 
hypocrisy, and stubbornness of heart.  What may begin as a small offense can become something 
far more destructive and evil.  Therefore, an elder must have a good reputation with those outside 
the Christian community. 
 



 
Qualifications Demand Examination  

 
 
    Thus far we have talked about the elders’ qualifications, but following the list of qualifications 
Paul presents an equally important subject--the examination of elders.  The fifteen qualifications 
for elders presented in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 are just empty words without the requirement (v. 10) to 
examine a candidate’s qualifications for office.  The text insists that no one can serve as an elder 
until he is first tested (examined) and approved: 
 

    And let these [deacons] also [like the overseers] first be tested; then let them serve as 
deacons if they are beyond reproach (1 Tim. 3:10). 
 

    Starting in verse 8, Paul lists the qualifications for deacons, just as he has just done for elders.  
In the middle of the deacon’s list of qualifications, Paul interjects an essential requirement that 
makes all the other requirements meaningful: “And let these also first be tested; then let them 
serve as deacons.”  The words “and...these also” are important to the development of Paul’s 
thought in this section (1 Tim. 3:8-13).  They alert us to something slightly different from, but 
essential to, the five character requirements listed for deacons (1 Tim. 3:8,9).  Through these 
words, Paul emphasizes that deacons must be tested in the same way that elders must be tested.  
Thus, “and...these also,” refers back to the overseer mentioned in the previous section (1 Tim. 
3:1-7).xix   
    It is essential that we do not overlook this key point. In fact, translators of the New English 
Bible took the liberty to add the term “bishops” (overseers) to the translation in order to make this 
point perfectly clear.  This translation reads, “No less than bishops, they must first undergo a 
scrutiny, and if there is no mark against them, they may serve.”   
    The reason Paul places this injunction in the middle of the list of qualifications for deacons is 
that there would be a tendency to think that the biblical standards for deacons require less 
enforcement than the standards for overseers.  Paul has already assumed that his readers 
recognize the need to examine overseers as to their qualification for office but recognizes that the 
requirement to examine deacons may not be as highly regarded.  Thus Paul demands that deacons 
also be examined in a similar manner. 
    The passive imperative form of the verb that is rendered “let these...be tested” stresses the 
necessity for testing a prospective deacon or elder.  Testing is not an option.  Every prospective 
elder or deacon must be evaluated by others.  
     The word “tested” is derived from the Greek word dokimaz¯o.  Anglican Archbishop Richard 
Trench (1807-1886), in his classic work Synonyms of the New Testament, claims that “in 
dokimazein...lies ever the notion of proving a thing whether it be worthy to be received or not.”xx  
In ancient Greek literature, this word was sometimes used in relation to testing a person’s 
credentials for public office.xxi  In our present context, it means “the examination of candidates 
for the diaconate.”xxii  The idea here is for others to officially examine, evaluate, and scrutinize 
the prospective elder’s or deacon’s character.  Just as medical doctors must be officially examined 
before they are licensed, prospective elders and deacons are to be examined in light of God’s 
requirements before they take office. 
    The proper examination of deacons and elders is precisely where many churches fail.  The 
examination process takes time and effort, and many churches are too busy with other matters to 
make that effort.  Perhaps the church in Ephesus was also too busy to examine thoroughly its 
deacons and elders. 
 
 



The Elders Lay Hands on Timothy  
 
 
    In 1 Timothy 4:6-16, Paul reminds Timothy of how he should faithfully execute his duties, and 
in verse 14, he specifically warns Timothy about neglecting his spiritual gift.  Paul had personal 
knowledge of Timothy’s spiritual gift and the unique circumstances accompanying the reception 
of his gift.  Paul was the human channel through whom God conveyed Timothy’s spiritual gift (2 
Tim. 1:6): 
 

    Do not neglect the spiritual gift within you, which was bestowed upon you through 
prophetic utterance with the laying on of hands by the presbytery (1 Tim. 4:14). 

 
    Timothy was converted during Paul’s first missionary journey (A.D. 49).  Thus he was Paul’s 
true child in the faith.  At the beginning of the second missionary journey, Luke records that 
Timothy joined with Paul to assist him in his gospel mission (Acts 16:1-3).  Three significant 
things happened to Timothy on that occasion. 
    First, Timothy and Paul learned of Timothy’s unique commission in the gospel through a series 
of Spirit-given, prophetic utterances: “This command I entrust to you, Timothy, my son, in 
accordance with the prophecies previously made concerning you, that by them you may fight the 
good fight” (1 Tim. 1:18; cf. Acts 16:6-10 for other supernatural utterances accompanying the 
second missionary journey).  Timothy had been singled out by the prophetic word for a specific 
task, just as Paul and Barnabas had been singled out in Antioch (Acts 13:1-3). 
    Second, in complete accordance with the prophetic word, Paul placed his hands on Timothy in 
order to convey a gift, that is, a charisma or special endowment for service: “And for this reason I 
remind you to kindle afresh the gift of God which is in you through the laying on of my hands” (2 
Tim. 1:6).  By the laying on of Paul’s hands and the importation of a spiritual gift through Paul’s 
hands, Timothy was officially set aside to share as a helper in Paul’s commission in the gospel.  
The laying on of hands did not make Timothy the minister or bishop of a church or body of 
churches. Most likely, Timothy was unmarried and totally devoted to spreading and guarding the 
gospel as Paul’s special assistant (Acts 19:22).  He was an evangelist (2 Tim. 4:5), a co-worker, 
and partner with Paul in the work of the gospel. 
    Third, and closely associated with the prophecies and the laying on of Paul’s hands, was “the 
laying on of hands by the presbytery.”  The significance of the elders’ action differed from that of 
Paul’s action.  Paul and the prophetic word were the channels “through” (Greek, dia) which God 
conferred the “spiritual gift.”  The laying on of the elders’ hands, Scripture shows, was done in 
association with (Greek, meta) Paul’s laying on of hands and the prophecies.  Precisely what the 
laying on of the elders’ hands signified, however, is not explained.  If we assume the act was 
similar in significance to that recorded in Acts 13:1-3, then the laying on of the elders’ hands was 
a public commissioning by which the church entrusted Timothy to God’s care and to the work to 
which God had called him.  By doing this, the elders identified themselves as partners with him 
and expressed full agreement with his special task.  In accordance with the “prophetic utterance,” 
the elders, as public witnesses to that word and representatives of the church(es), placed their 
hands upon him.  Timothy was to remember this act and not allow men to despise his labor or his 
youth. 
     The word “presbytery” is a transliteration of the Greek word presbyterion, the collective noun 
for elders (presbyteroi). It would have been better if the New American Standard Bible had 
translated presbyterion as “eldership,” “council of elders,” or “body of elders,” since it renders 
the other two occurrences of presbyterion as the council of elders (Luke 22:66; Acts 22:5).  By 
using the collective noun eldership, Paul stresses the elders’ official role and the significance of 



their act: the official body of church elders laid hands upon Timothy, publicly affirming his 
special commission in the gospel, a fact he was never to forget. 
     The elders referred to in this account were the elders Paul and Barnabas appointed on their 
first missionary journey.  Again, not one elder, but the entire body of elders laid hands on 
Timothy.  As community leaders, their function was to represent the church in the communication 
of its approval and fellowship.  Whether these elders were from one local church or several, the 
text doesn’t indicate. 
 
 

Honor Due the Elders 
 
 
    The entire section of 1 Timothy from 5:1 to 6:2 addresses the proper treatment of various 
groups of people within the church: older men (5:1),xxiii younger men (5:1), older women (5:2), 
younger women (5:2), widows (5:3-16), elders (5:17-25), nonChristian employers (6:1), and 
Christian employers (6:2).  Following a rather lengthy and emotionally charged section on the 
Christian’s duty to honor godly widows (5:3-16), Paul next addresses the congregation’s duty to 
honor the church elders.  That is, he gives further instruction on how Christians must treat one 
another in God’s household (1 Tim. 3:14,15).  It is impossible to fully understand biblical 
eldership without grasping this highly instructive passage: 
 

    Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those 
who work hard at preaching and teaching.  For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle 
the ox while he is threshing,” and “The laborer is worthy of his wages.”  Do not receive 
an accusation against an elder except on the basis of two or three witnesses.  Those who 
continue in sin, rebuke in the presence of all, so that the rest also may be fearful of 
sinning.  I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of His 
chosen angels, to maintain these principles without bias, doing nothing in a spirit of 
partiality.  Do not lay hands upon anyone too hastily and thus share responsibility for the 
sins of others; keep yourself free from sin.  No longer drink water exclusively, but use a 
little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments.  The sins of some 
men are quite evident, going before them to judgment; for others, their sins follow after.  
Likewise also, deeds that are good are quite evident, and those which are otherwise 
cannot be concealed (1 Tim. 5:17-25). 

 
Honoring Elders Who Rule Well and Labor at Preaching and Teaching 
 
    In verses 17 and 18, Paul instructs the congregation to care for the economic welfare of elders 
who rule well, particularly those who labor at preaching and teaching.  In the same way that 
needy widows had been abandoned by family members and fellow believers as a result of self-
centered living caused by false teaching (1 Tim. 5:3-16), it appears that the church’s spiritual 
leaders had been neglected.  So Paul exhorts the church saying, “Let the elders who rule well be 
considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching.” 
    The elders to whom Paul refers are identified by two qualifying clauses: “who rule well” and 
“those who work hard at preaching and teaching.”  There are two ways to understand how these 
clauses relate to one another, and they depend on how one translates the Greek adverb malista.  
Most commentators render malista by its standard meaning: “especially,” “above all,” or 
“particularly,” and the New American Standard Bible here renders malista as “especially.”  If this 
rendering is correct, Paul has two groups of elders in focus: those who exercise pastoral 
leadership well and those who give special attention to teaching as well as ruling.  Elders who 



lead well deserve “double honor,” but “above all” those who work hard at preaching and 
teaching. 
    The other interpretation contends that in certain contexts malista means “that is,” “in other 
words,” or “to be precise.” xxiv  In this sense, the term is used when a general statement needs to 
be more precisely defined.  It is possible that this is how malista should be read in 1 Timothy 
4:10; 2 Timothy 4:13; and Titus 1:10.  If this is how malista is used in 1 Timothy 5:17, the text 
should read: “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, that is, those 
who work hard at preaching and teaching.”  If this is the case, the clause “those who work hard at 
preaching and teaching” defines more precisely the general clause, “the elders who rule well.”  
Both clauses refer to one and the same group: those who labor at preaching and teaching. 
    Although both interpretations fit the context, the first interpretation is preferable because Paul 
could have stated directly that teaching elders deserve double honor without the mention of ruling 
well.  The fact that he mentions both ruling well and laboring at teaching, however, suggests he 
has in mind all elders who deserve double honor because of their work, but chiefly those who 
labor at teaching.  Regardless of the interpretation favored, Paul’s uppermost concern is that the 
congregation properly honor those elders who labor at preaching and teaching.  On this point 
there should be little disagreement. 
    Although all elders rule, certain elders deserve financial support because they “rule well.”  The 
word “rule” translates the Greek word prohistemi.  As we have already noted in 1 Thessalonians 
5, the word prohistemi means “lead,” “care for,” “manage,” or “direct.”  The New American 
Standard Bible’s translation of prohistemi as “rule” is a bit strong, and the translation “care for,” 
which some scholars prefer, is too weak unless one clearly understands that the care involved is 
that of leading and teaching people.  The idea conveyed here is that these elders exercise effective 
pastoral leadership.  Such elders are natural leaders, visionaries, planners, organizers, and 
motivators.  They are the kind of men who get things done and can effectively care for people.  
Moreover, they are willing and able to give a good deal of their time, skill, and energy to the 
spiritual care of the local congregation. 
    In addition, the elders who particularly deserve double honor are those who “work hard” at 
preaching and teaching.  Paul uses the same term for “work” (kopiao) here that he uses in 1 
Thessalonians 5:12 where he refers to the Thessalonian church leaders who worked hard at 
leading and instructing the people.  “With this verb,” writes George Knight, “he is self-
consciously designating the work of these elders as a vigorous and laborious work.”xxv  Because 
these elders diligently lead and teach the congregation, Paul exhorts, “Let them be considered 
worthy,” which means “rightfully deserving” or “entitled to.”  Because of their skills and 
strenuous labor, such elders are rightfully entitled to double honor. 
    Good teachers “work hard” at long hours of study, preparation, and demanding teaching 
situations.  Teaching is absorbing work.  It is mentally strenuous, time-consuming work that 
demands a great deal of strength and self-discipline.  Commenting on “the expenditure of energy” 
in teaching and preaching, the well-known author and Christian apologist R.C. Sproul writes: 
 

    Though preachers differ in the expenditure of energy given in a sermon, it has been 
estimated that a half-hour address can use as much physical energy as eight hours of 
manual labor.  Billy Graham, for example, has been cautioned by physicians against the 
danger of physical exhaustion due to preaching....  Dynamic preaching requires physical 
strength and stamina.  When the preacher’s body goes out of shape, it will invariably 
affect the quality of his speaking.xxvi 

 
    The precise meaning of the phrase, “at preaching and teaching,” is difficult to understand, 
although the general thought is clear.  The word “preaching” in the original text is en logo.  Logos 
is the Greek word for “word” or “speech.”  The context, which is the primary consideration for 



translating a term with such a broad range of meaning, demands the rendering “preaching,” in the 
general sense of exhorting, admonishing, or evangelizing.  Linked with preaching, yet distinct, is 
“teaching” (didaskalia).  It is hard to decide if “teaching” is used here in the active sense of the 
act of teaching and instructing or in the passive sense of doctrine.  The active sense seems to fit 
the context better.  If so, preaching is the broader term, which would include proclaiming the 
gospel and exhorting believers, and teaching is the more specialized term, meaning authoritative 
instruction in doctrine for believers.  By using “preaching and teaching,” Paul covers all 
dimensions of public discourse. 
    The big question that arises when discussing this passage is, Who are these elders?  Since all 
elders are required to be “able to teach” (1 Tim. 3:2), but only some elders labor at teaching, what 
is the difference between these elders?  The answer is found in the participle “those who work 
hard” (kopiontes).  The reason these elders “work hard” at teaching is because they are spiritually 
gifted to do so.  They are driven to study Scripture and to work fully at teaching.  Nothing else 
satisfies them like teaching and preaching God’s Word.  They are skilled at communicating 
divine truth, and there is a marked effectiveness to their teaching.  They have a wide appeal 
among people, and the people have confidence that they are knowledgeable in Scripture.  Their 
teaching bears consistent fruit.  Although all elders must be able to teach, not all elders are Spirit-
gifted teachers and shepherds who labor in the Word. 
    To understand the difference between elders who teach and elders who labor at teaching, 
consider the following.  Every Christian is instructed to be able to defend the faith (1 Peter 3:15) 
and to seize opportunities to witness to nonChristians (Col. 4:5,6).  Although all Christians must 
be ready and able to witness for Christ, only some are Spirit-gifted evangelists.  Even among 
Spirit-gifted evangelists, there are differences and degrees of evangelistic gift and effectiveness.  
Not every evangelist, for example, is a Billy Graham.   
    The same is true of teaching.  All mature Christians should be able to teach and defend the 
faith (Col. 3:16; Heb. 5:12).  Thus all elders, as mature, exemplary Christians, are required to be 
able to teach, exhort in sound doctrine, and defend the truth from false teachers (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 
1:9).  Even if the qualification “able to teach” implies the spiritual gift of teaching, as some 
commentators think, not every elder would have the same level of skill or interest in teaching 
(Rom. 12:6).  However, because the catalog of elder qualifications can fit any mature Christian 
man, and all mature Christians should be able to teach the truth to others, the requirement “able to 
teach” doesn’t necessarily require the spiritual gift of teaching.  First Timothy 5:17 helps to 
confirm this viewpoint by asserting that only some elders labor at teaching.  Of course 1 Timothy 
5:17 doesn’t limit other elders from teaching, it merely states the fact that some labor in the 
Word. 
    The kind of spiritual gift envisioned in 1 Timothy 5:17 parallels what we find in Ephesians 
4:11, which states that the risen Christ gives to the Church gifted shepherds and teachers to equip 
His people for better service on behalf of the body:  “And He gave some as apostles, and some as 
prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors [shepherds] and teachers, for the 
equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ” (Eph. 
4:11,12; italics and brackets added).  According to the grammatical structure of the phrase, “and 
some as pastors [shepherds] and teachers,” shepherds and teachers are closely linked together but 
not identical.  Shepherds are included in the category of teachers, but not all teachers are included 
in the category of shepherds.  The shepherd gift, then, uniquely combines teaching and 
governance.xxvii  It is this kind of gift that would enable an elder to “rule well” and “work hard” at 
teaching. 
    A great deal of flexibility exists as to how teachers operate.  They may function locally or as 
itinerant teachers.  They may or may not be elders.  Shepherds, on the other hand, are more than 
teachers because they teach, govern, protect, and care for the flock in practical ways.  Shepherds 
may be itinerant, but their gift is most often used in caring for the needs of one local flock.  Thus 



elders who have the spiritual gift of shepherding are extremely vital to the local church and to the 
eldership.  
    Differences in spiritual giftedness must not be allowed to create jealousy or division within the 
eldership.  By stating God’s approval of such elders and their entitlement to double honor, Paul 
emphasizes that these elders ought to be viewed by the congregation and their fellow elders as a 
source of blessing, joy, and profit, rather than as a threat.  Furthermore, we should not overlook 
the fact that Paul envisions a plurality of elders who are entitled to double honor, not just one man 
who receives double honor.  He doesn’t say, “Let the elder who rules well be considered worthy 
of double honor.”  In a large church like that in the city of Ephesus, one person would be totally 
inadequate to teach and manage the church (Acts 13:1; 15:35).   
    As critically important as the teaching and shepherding gifts are to the local church, the New 
Testament does not elevate those who possess these gifts to a special priestly or clerical status.  
Nor does it create a distinct office separate from the eldership.  Nor does it give to any party 
exclusive rights to preach, baptize, lead in worship, or administer the Lord’s supper. xxviii  In fact, 
the New Testament doesn’t assign a special title or name for these elders even though their 
giftedness and full- or part-time working status for the church distinguishes them from the other 
elders. 
    From the New Testament’s perspective, it is difficult even to define the difference between 
those who evangelize, teach, and shepherd in a full-time capacity and those who serve in the 
manner in which the Bible charges all Christians to serve (Rom. 12:11; 1 Cor. 15:58; 16:15,16; 
Col. 3:23,24; 1 Peter 2:16; 4:10).  Precisely defined divisions such as priest and people, clergy 
and laity--so much a part of most religious practice--do not exist in the New Testament Christian 
brotherhood.  Paul was the chief enigma of all, for he supported himself by manual labor and at 
the same time evangelized and taught (Acts 18:3; 20:34; 1 Cor. 4:12; 9:6) without diminishing his 
divine commission as the apostle to the Gentiles.  The elders, then, who labor in the Word and 
exercise good leadership are in the words of Scripture, “leading men among the brethren” (Acts 
15:22). 
 
Giving Double Honor 
 
    According to Paul, all elders should be honored, but elders who rule well and work hard at 
preaching and teaching are entitled to “double honor.”  By using the expression, “double honor,” 
Paul wisely avoids slighting other elders of their due honor and is able to call special attention to 
those who rule well and those who labor at teaching.  So “double honor” refers to honor for an 
elder of the church and honor for his extra labor. 
    The word “honor” (time) means “respect,” “consideration,” or “high regard,” and in certain 
instances includes the idea of monetary aid.  This latter sense appears to be predominant in 1 
Timothy 5.  Consider the following points: 
 
• Although the word “honor” (time) itself doesn’t necessarily mean material assistance (2 

Chron. 32:33; Prov. 26:1; Eph. 6:2; 1 Tim. 6:1), it includes in certain contexts the sense of 
material aid (Matt. 15:3-6; cf. Num. 22:17,37; 24:11; Prov. 3:9; 14:31; 27:18; Dan. 11:38; 
Acts 28:10). 

 
• First Timothy 5:3 states, “Honor widows who are widows indeed.”  The “widow indeed” is a 

truly destitute Christian widow.  The instruction that follows (vv. 4-16) demonstrates that 
honoring these widows primarily involves monetary assistance (vv. 4,8,16).  A church honors 
a destitute Christian widow by providing for her material livelihood. 

 



• The biblical quotations in verse 18 show that material provision is uppermost in Paul’s 
thought.  The immediate context, therefore, indicates that “honor” involves material 
maintenance.  Biblical commentator J.E. Huther best summarizes the strength of this point: 

 
The 18th verse makes it evident that, if the word times (v. 17) does not distinctly mean 

reward or remuneration, this idea was prominent in the Apostle’s mind as connected 
with the honor of which these presbyters were to be accounted worthy.  The 
quotation from the O.T. in the first clause as united with the words...of the second, 
and as used and applied in 1 Cor. 9:9, scarcely admits of any other explanation.xxix 

 
• Using “honor” rather than a more tangible term like “money” is in harmony with Paul’s 

choice of expression for financial matters.  Paul favors terms that express grace, liberality, 
love, and partnership: service (Rom. 15:25,27; 2 Cor. 8:4; 9:1,12,13); fellowship (2 Cor. 8:4; 
Gal. 6:6; Phil. 1:5); grace (1 Cor. 16:3; 2 Cor. 8:6,7); liberality (2 Cor. 8-9); bounty (2 Cor. 
8:20); blessing (2 Cor. 9:5); good work (2 Cor. 9:8); good things (Gal. 6:6); a fragrant aroma, 
an acceptable sacrifice (Phil. 4:18); seed (2 Cor. 9:10); harvest of your righteousness (2 Cor. 
9:10); gift (Phil. 4:17); honor (1 Tim. 5:3,17). 

 
• The word “honor” expresses financial compensation in a thoroughly Christian manner.  

Financial provision for elders is really honor due the elders, and such honor conveys the 
congregation’s esteem, thoughtfulness, and loving concern.  We should not be like the people 
whom Hendriksen describes as  thinking “that if any honor is to be bestowed it should be by 
means of the funeral sermon.”xxx  Or in the words of the well-known Lutheran commentator 
Richard C.H. Lenski (1864-1936), “Wreaths are not to be laid on their graves after they are 
dead; flowers are to be given to them now in order to cheer them in their work.”xxxi 

 
• The rights of some in the brotherhood to receive financial support is in full agreement with 

other passages of Scripture.  Jesus was a full-time teacher and preacher who was financially 
supported by the believing community (Luke 8:3).  He called certain disciples to leave their 
employment and follow Him so that they could preach the gospel and teach believers (Luke 
5:4-11; Matt. 28:19,20).  Like their Master, they, too, depended on the loving financial 
support of others for their livelihood.  Furthermore, Jesus taught that those who labor in the 
Word “get their living from the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:14; Matt. 10:10).  Paul also affirmed the 
right of those who preach and teach to receive financial provision from others (1 Cor. 9:4-14; 
2 Cor. 11:8,9; Gal. 6:6; Phil. 4:16; 1 Thess. 2:5,6; 2 Thess. 3:8,9; Titus 3:13).  In our present 
passage, Paul instructs the congregation to support congregational elders who preach and 
teach. 

 
    Paul feels very strongly about the congregation’s duty to care for elders who labor in the Word.  
He wants no misunderstanding as to the meaning or necessity of his instruction, so in verse 18 he 
adds scriptural support and clarification to his charge.  Quoting from both the Old and New 
Testaments, Paul writes: “For the Scripture says, ‘You shall not muzzle the ox while he is 
threshing,’ and ‘The laborer is worthy of his wages.’ ” 
    Paul introduces both quotes by saying, “For the Scripture says.”  For the believer, just the 
mention of the word “Scripture” signals the ultimate voice of authority--God’s Word (John 
10:35).  By using this qualifying phrase, Paul is saying that complete unity exists between the Old 
and New Testaments--both Moses and Jesus agree that a laboring man “is worthy of his wages.” 
    Paul’s Old Testament quotation is from Deuteronomy 25:4, “You shall not muzzle the ox while 
he is threshing.”  The context of Deuteronomy concerns equity and justice in daily life--even the 



right of an animal to enjoy the fruit of its labor while working for its owner.  The full intent of 
Deuteronomy 25:4 is explained in 1 Corinthians 9:6-14: 
 

    Or do only Barnabas and I not have a right to refrain from working?  Who at any time 
serves as a soldier at his own expense?  Who plants a vineyard, and does not eat the fruit 
of it?  Or who tends a flock and does not use the milk of the flock? I am not speaking 
these things according to human judgment, am I?  Or does not the Law also say these 
things?  For it is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle the ox while he is 
threshing.”  God is not concerned about oxen, is He?  Or is He speaking altogether for 
our sake?  Yes, for our sake it was written, because the plowman ought to plow in hope, 
and the thresher to thresh in hope of sharing the crops. If we sowed spiritual things in 
you, is it too much if we should reap material things from you? If others share the right 
over you, do we not more?  Nevertheless, we did not use this right, but we endure all 
things, that we may cause no hindrance to the gospel of Christ.  Do you not know that 
those who perform sacred services eat the food of the temple, and those who attend 
regularly to the altar have their share with the altar?  So also the Lord directed those who 
proclaim the gospel to get their living from the gospel. 

 
    Twice in the New Testament, Deuteronomy 25:4 is quoted to support the right of teachers and 
preachers to receive material sustenance for their labors (1 Cor. 9:9; 1 Tim. 5:18).  To refuse to 
support hard-working teachers of the Word is as unjust, heartless, and selfish as muzzling an 
animal while it is working, which was a common practice among greedy, ancient farmers.  The 
passage thus implies the provision of adequate living support, not merely token gifts, for the 
worker. 
    Paul’s New Testament quotation, “the laborer is worthy of his wages,” is from Luke 10:7.  
Jesus originally spoke these words to the seventy before He sent them out to preach.  Paul applied 
His words to all who teach and preach the gospel (1 Cor. 9:14).  Here, in 1 Timothy 5:17,18, Paul 
applies the same words to elders who labor in the Word. 
    No matter how poor a local congregation is, it must exercise faith and liberality before the Lord 
(2 Cor. 8:1-5) in giving to those who labor in the Word.  In short, God’s people must honor their 
elders.  “For what could be more unkind,” writes Calvin, “than to have no care for those who 
have the care of the whole Church.”xxxii 
    Today we desperately need to capture Paul’s passion and vision for the centrality of preaching 
and teaching the Word in the power of the Holy Spirit.  If we do, we will gladly render double 
honor to elders who labor in the Word.  If we don’t, we are doomed to wander far off course into 
forbidden waters, just as the church at Ephesus did. 

 
Protecting an Elder 
 
    Honoring elders also includes protecting them from malicious people and false accusations.  
The Scripture says, “Do not receive an accusation against an elder except on the basis of two or 
three witnesses” (v. 19).  We must not be naive about the fact that there are plenty of hateful, 
unstable people who aim to ruin people in authority.  Godly men like Joseph, Moses, David, 
Jeremiah, Nehemiah, and Paul all experienced the bitter sting of false accusation.  David, for 
example, pleaded with King Saul not to listen to false reports about his intentions toward him: 
“And David said to Saul, ‘Why do you listen to the words of men, saying, “Behold, David seeks 
to harm you?”’” (1 Sam. 24:9; cf. Neh. 6:5-9). 
    Discontent, rancorous members of the infant China Inland Mission  nearly destroyed the 
mission by their false reports and complaints about their saintly leader, Hudson Taylor.  Hudson’s 



wife, Maria, indignantly wrote to the wife of one of her husband’s accusers, reminding her of 1 
Timothy 5:19: 
 

    I am aware that (your husband) has received...serious misrepresentations--to call them 
nothing worse.  Would it not have been the right course, before allowing these to affect 
his conduct, to have endeavored to ascertain the other side of the question?  “Against an 
elder”--and such my dear Husband surely is to the rest of our party--“receive not an 
accusation but before two or three witnesses.”  I am more intimately acquainted than 
anyone else with the whole tenor of my beloved Husband’s private and social walk, 
and...that walk is in all meekness and forbearance, in all purity, in all sincerity of 
purpose, and all singleness of eye.xxxiii 

 
    Unfortunately, Maria’s scriptural admonition was not heeded until considerable pain and 
damage was inflicted on the Taylor family. 
    If an elder stands between a husband and wife in conflict or disciplines a prominent church 
member, accusations will fly.  Amos (ca. 755 B.C.), the Old Testament farmer-turned-prophet, 
wrote: “They hate him who reproves in the gate, and they abhor him who speaks with integrity” 
(Amos 5:10).  The more diligently and conscientiously an elder becomes involved in others’ 
problems, the greater the risk of facing angry, false accusations. 
    When people become angry at their leaders, they think they have the right to strike out at them 
and say whatever they want to say.  So Scripture provides protection for elders by stating, “do not 
receive an accusation against an elder except on the basis of two or three witnesses.”  This means: 
don’t listen to unsubstantiated charges, and don’t automatically accept as true an accusation made 
against an elder. 
    At heart, we all love to hear rumors and scandals.  Proverbs 18:8 says, “The words of a 
whisperer are like dainty morsels, and they go down into the innermost parts of the body.”  But  
Christians are to be people of truth, love, and light.  Therefore, we should hate scandalous tales 
and unsupported rumors.  We should silence them whenever we hear them because they are 
destructive and harmful to individual people and to the life of the community.  Good people have 
been ruined by unfounded accusations, and we should not allow this to happen in the Christian 
community. 
    Love always tries to see others in the best possible light, not the worst (Prov. 17:9).  Our 
judgments, then, are to be governed by facts, evidence, and witnesses--not rumors.  We should 
live by the principle, “No judgment without the facts.”  We shouldn’t believe any story, even 
from our most trusted friends, until we have all the facts from all the people involved. 
    However, fair, reasonable protection from accusation doesn’t imply immunity.  So Paul adds 
the condition, “except on the basis [on the evidence of] of two or three witnesses.”  This means 
that an accusation brought by two or three people who have witnessed the sin, or by two or three 
people who have verified another’s accusation, must be investigated and properly judged.  
George Knight aptly explains this condition: 
 

In effect, Paul is urging Timothy to follow...Matthew 18 and the O.T. before the church 
accepts or acknowledges as correct an accusation against an elder.  The process may 
consist of two or three witnesses bringing an accusation, but normally it would consist of 
two or three witnesses verifying an accusation that may come from only one individual 
before it is considered further.xxxiv 

 
    The legal principle on which this directive is based is Deuteronomy 19:15: “ ‘A single witness 
shall not rise up against a man on account of any iniquity or any sin which he has committed; on 
the evidence of two or three witnesses a matter shall be confirmed’ ” (Deut. 19:15; cf. John 8:17; 



Deut. 17:6; Heb. 10:28).  An accusation of sin that is substantiated by witnesses must be heard; it 
cannot be brushed aside.  As unpleasant and time-consuming as a fair investigation into an 
accusation might be, it must be done.  Sin must not be hidden, nor can an innocent person remain 
falsely accused. 
 
Disciplining an Elder 
 
    How should an elder be treated if an accusation of sin is found to be true?  Verse 20 provides 
the answer: “Those who continue in sin, rebuke in the presence of all.”  Some expositors think 
that verse 20 begins a new subject regarding the treatment of sinners in general, but this view is 
incorrect.  Such a break in thought would be too abrupt and unexpected.  Furthermore, it is clear 
that verses 19-25 deal with the topic of elders, particularly the sin of elders. 
    The clause, “those who continue in sin,” translates a present active participle (tous 
hamartanontas).  The New American Standard Bible rendering stresses the persistent nature of 
the sinning.  There is disagreement among commentators, however, as to what is implied by this 
present tense participle. 
    Some commentators believe that only those elders who stubbornly persist in sin after private 
warnings are to be publicly rebuked and that repentant elders need not be rebuked publicly.  This 
interpretation, however, misconstrues the point of the passage.  A more accurate interpretation 
recognizes that the contrast is made between elders who are innocent (v. 19) and elders who sin 
(v. 20).  The elders to be publicly rebuked are those who are found guilty of sin as proven by 
witnesses (v. 19). 
    The elder’s disposition toward his sin is not the issue here.  The issue is: an elder’s sin 
demands public exposure.  Paul gives no consideration as to whether or not the elder is repentant.  
The present tense participle should be rendered “the ones who sin,” not “those who continue in 
sin.”  The participle describes the “present guilt”xxxv which has been substantiated by witnesses 
(v. 19).  To add the condition that a one-time-occurrence of sin or the sin of a repentant elder is 
not to be publicly rebuked is to distort Paul’s instruction.  The passage teaches that a proven, 
public accusation against an elder who has sinned (or is still sinning) must be publicly exposed 
and rebuked. 
    Furthermore, 1 Timothy 5:20 is not simply an example of Matthew 18:15-17 (Christ’s teaching 
on discipline) in action.  First Timothy 5:20 provides additional biblical instruction on church 
discipline, specifically the matter of a church leader’s sin.  Of course, if an elder refuses to repent, 
he would be disfellowshiped from the congregation according to Matthew 18. 
    Paul’s instructions go on to add that an elder who has been proven to be guilty of sin by 
witnesses is to be rebuked before the church.  The imperative verb “rebuke” translates the Greek 
word elencho, which is a rich term conveying the ideas of “exposing,” “proving guilt,” 
“correcting,” and “reproving.”  In this context, “rebuke” includes the ideas of public exposure, 
correction, and reproof.  After Timothy’s departure from Ephesus, the elders would be 
responsible to rebuke any sinning elders. 
    The context indicates that the sin to which Paul refers is serious.  It is “sin” that is the problem, 
not merely a leadership blunder or minor shortcoming.  Witnesses are required to verify the truth 
of the charges (vv. 19,20) and a public rebuke is demanded, which would not be required of 
minor offenses.  Since verse 20 is written in very general terms, Paul’s instruction covers various 
degrees of sin, circumstances, and consequences.  Godly wisdom, counsel, and prayer will guide 
the local church and its spiritual leaders in implementing this instruction in individual cases. 
    Paul specifically requires the guilty elder to be rebuked in “the presence of all.”  This means 
public exposure before the entire congregation, not just the council of elders.  The major point is 
that an elder’s sin must be publicly exposed, not hidden or swept under the carpet.  A spiritual 
leader’s sin must be treated with great concern because it has grave ramifications; it can lead 



more people astray and can cause the unbelieving world to mock God, the church, and the gospel.  
If the world sees that local churches take sin seriously, especially in the discipline of sinful 
leaders, then it will believe that Christians mean what they preach.  Furthermore, only when the 
discipline of an erring church leader is made public is there any chance of controlling one of the 
most divisive forces in a church: rumormongering, gossip, and misinformation. 
    Public rebuke of an elder who sins fulfills another important purpose: “that the rest also may be 
fearful of sinning.”  Not only is the public discipline for the correction of the sinning elder, it is 
also for deterring others from sin.  “The rest” seems to refer to the other elders, but the entire 
congregation would also experience some measure of fear (Acts 5:11).  The phrase “of sinning” is 
not in the original text, which reads, “so that the rest also may have fear.”  The fear the elders 
would experience includes not only the fear of sinning, but the shame of public exposure.  To see 
the sin of a fellow elder publicly exposed before the church would produce a fear of sinning and 
of its shameful consequences (Deut. 13:11).  God uses such fear as a powerful deterrent to keep 
people, especially church leaders, from sinning. 
 
A Call to Courageous Obedience and Justice 
 
    No part of Christian ministry is more difficult than investigating and disciplining sin, 
especially the sin of a church leader.  One can easily think of a thousand clever excuses for 
evading the discipline of a church leader.  This is particularly true if the leader is rich or a 
prominent member of a powerful or large family within the church.  At heart we are cowards, 
afraid to take action, afraid to disturb the balance of church politics.  We’re afraid people will 
leave the church or that the offerings will decrease if we follow through with discipline. 
    Knowing the human propensity to avoid such harsh realities, Paul dramatically charges 
Timothy (and the church) to comply with his instructions in verses 19 and 20.  The absolute 
seriousness “to maintain these principles” is underscored by Paul’s use of the first person singular 
verb, “I solemnly charge,” and the mention of “God” Himself, the Mediator “Christ Jesus,” and 
the elect “angels” of God--all who see and will someday judge.  Furthermore, Timothy is to 
execute “these principles” justly and righteously.  There is to be no discrimination or favoritism 
shown when dealing with accusations or sin. 
    “Without bias” means without “prejudgment” or “discrimination,” that is, without judging 
someone guilty or innocent before the facts are known.  “Without bias” seems to refer particularly 
to verse 19.  It is possible to be prejudiced toward those who accuse an elder of sin, or toward 
certain elders, so we are to guard ourselves against such prejudices.  The second term, 
“partiality,” may refer primarily to verse 20.  Showing “partiality,” that is, “favoritism” or 
“preferential treatment,” to prominent leaders is a common practice in the world.  So when 
listening to an accuser or rebuking the guilty, all proceedings are be done “without bias” and 
without “partiality.”  This is an important requirement because God, Christ, and the angels see 
and will someday judge the proceedings. 
    Despite this forceful appeal to act, the public discipline of church leaders has been, until 
recently, almost unheard of in most churches.  The practice of covering up church officials’ sins 
and the trick of quietly moving the offending official to another church is not uncommon.xxxvi  
Sadly, the predominant reason churches are beginning to discipline sinful pastors is not because 
they fear and honor God, but because of the proliferation of multi-million dollar lawsuits against 
churches by people who have been hurt and abused by sinning pastors.   
    The failure to publicly discipline church leaders demonstrates a grievous lack of love for God 
and His Word.  It reveals that we do not fear and serve God, but want to play church games.  No 
matter how difficult or unpleasant such discipline may be, we must “maintain these principles” in 
obedience to God.  The fear of God’s judgment and assessment of our stewardship is to be our 
constant motivation and encouragement in all such difficult matters. 



 
Assessing Prospective Elders 
    Investigating accusations of sin and disciplining leaders are always emotionally traumatic 
experiences.  So in verses 22-25, Paul counsels Timothy about how to best avoid further 
problems with church leaders.  His counsel, “Do not lay hands upon any one too hastily,” shows 
that prevention is still the best cure. 
    The laying on of hands is a biblical expression for appointment to office or a specific task 
(Num. 27:18-23; Acts 6:6).  So in verse 22, Paul charges Timothy not to appoint elders (or 
anyone) too “hastily” or “quickly.”  Because of the crying need for church leaders, there is 
always pressure to make hasty appointments, but such appointments create more serious, long-
lasting problems.  Time and testing are still the best principles to follow when appointing church 
leaders. 
    Paul’s warning not to “lay hands upon anyone too hastily” indicates that elders were appointed 
by the laying on of hands.  Although the New Testament provides no specific example of the 
laying on of hands at the time of an elder’s appointment, it was probably the common procedure 
use by Paul and the first Christians (Acts 6:6; 13:3; 1 Tim. 4:14). 
    The warning not to appoint prospective elders too quickly can be applied in two ways: to the 
initial appointment of an elder to office or to the restoration of a disciplined elder to office.  In 
numerous cases of leadership failure (but certainly not all), the real problem is that unfit, 
unproven men were appointed too quickly to positions of spiritual leadership.  So Paul advises 
Timothy that one way to prevent unworthy men from becoming spiritual leaders is to avoid rash, 
hasty appointments. 
    The same principle applies, particularly in this context, to a disciplined elder who seeks 
restoration to his position after being removed from office because of sin.  It is not uncommon for 
an ambitious leader to press the church for restoration to office.  A problem with such dynamic 
men is that they are often so consumed by personal ambition and “the ministry” that they don’t 
have a clue as to the damage they do to the Lord’s people or to the Lord’s name.  They don’t 
understand that even when it is possible, healing and restoration take a considerable period of 
time.  J. Carl Laney, author of A Guide to Church Discipline, remarks: 
 

Restoration takes time.  If the service station attendant gives me directions which result in 
my getting lost, it will be a long time before I trust his directions again.  If a husband 
commits adultery, it will require a long period of faithfulness to restore his wife’s trust.  
Similarly, sufficient time must pass for a disciplined Christian worker to be tried and 
proven.  The leader who has fallen must once again earn the reputation of being “above 
reproach.”  It took years of faithful Christian living to qualify the first time.  It may take 
that long to re-qualify for leadership after a fall.xxxvii 

 
    The local church and its leaders, therefore, must remember not to lay hands too quickly on a 
fallen leader or a new, prospective elder.  The possible consequence of such rash, hasty 
appointments by Timothy (or the elders) could mean participating in “the sins of others.”   
    The mention of “sins” in verse 22 carries forward the idea of sin that is presented in verse 20--
the sin of the elder who was found guilty and required public discipline.  The laying on of hands 
creates a bond between two parties.  The one (or ones) who appoints by the laying on of hands 
“shares” (koinoneo, “participate”) in the sins or success of the one appointed.  If an unfit person is 
appointed to leadership and sins by creating division, teaching false doctrine, or acting 
immorally, those who appointed the leader “share responsibility” for those sins (2 John 11).  The 
more we understand the solemn, personal responsibility of appointing people to positions of 
leadership in the church, the more we will exercise reservation, thoughtfulness, and prayerfulness 
in our appointments.  One good reason to encourage the practice of the laying on of hands is that 



it creates an observable, personal, and tangible sense of responsibility and fellowship between the 
parties involved. 
    Fully aware of the seriousness of his charge to Timothy, Paul adds the warning, “keep yourself 
free from sin [literally, “keep yourself pure”].”  The unwise appointment of an unqualified elder 
could stain Timothy’s character and reputation.  It could cause him to “share responsibility” in 
that person’s sins and failure.  So Paul reminds Timothy to keep himself pure from participating 
in the sins of unfit elders by carefully and prayerfully examining all candidates to church office (1 
Tim. 3:10; 5:24,25). 
    Verse 23 is a short digression, sparked by the word “pure,” that requires clarification.  
Knowing about the situation at Ephesus (1 Tim. 4:1- 5) and Timothy’s personal habits and 
frequent health problems, Paul encourages him to drink “a little wine for the sake of your 
stomach.”  “A little wine” will not defile, although using much wine would.  Hence, Timothy 
could take some wine and remain pure before those he leads.  This brief, personal digression 
expressing regard for Timothy’s personal health is a clear example of the true-to-life nature of 
this letter and is an affirmation of its Pauline authorship. 
 
Help for Assessing Prospective Elders 
    Paul’s warning against sharing in other’s sins could easily frighten those who must appoint 
people to responsible positions in the church.  To counter this fear, Paul picks up where he left off 
in verse 22 and cites two brief maxims that explain how to prevent an unfit man from being 
appointed to eldership: 
 

    The sins of some men are quite evident, going before them to judgment; for others, 
their sins follow after.  Likewise also, deeds that are good are quite evident, and those 
which are otherwise cannot be concealed (1 Tim. 5:24,25). 

 
    “As far as avoiding mistakes is concerned,” writes Lenski, “and thus possibly making the 
wrong man an elder, Timothy need not worry, for the difficulty as to judging is not great.  This is 
said for Timothy’s comfort.”xxxviii  E.K. Simpson comments, “Timothy has been called on to 
diagnose character, and Paul supplies him with a clue for the task, and the verdicts he has to 
pass.”xxxix 
    The first maxim refers to two categories of unfit candidates: those who are obviously unfit and 
those who upon careful examination are found to be unfit.  The second maxim refers to two 
categories of fit candidates: those who are obviously fit and those who upon careful examination 
are found to be fit.  Let us consider each category of candidate. 
    Some men’s sins are so obvious that no one would think of appointing them to office, thus no 
evaluation for appointment to leadership is necessary:  “The sins of some men are quite evident, 
going before them to judgment.”  Their “sins” precede them, that is, they show in advance of any 
formal examination that the man is utterly unfit for a position of spiritual leadership.  The 
“judgment” Paul refers to is human assessment (Matt. 5:21; John 7:24), not God’s judgment.  
God is not the subject here because all sins are evident to Him (1 Cor. 4:5).   
    The sins of some men are not easily seen, so action must be suspended until the man’s 
character and conduct are examined:  “For others, their sins follow after.”  Paul assures Timothy 
that the “sins” of these men will be exposed at the time of their examination.  God is not the only 
one who can see sin--men can too, if they take the time to investigate.  Like the first category of 
unfit men, these men, although their sins are more subtle, must be refused eldership because they 
are not above reproach. 
    If an unworthy man is appointed to office after careful examination, those in charge cannot be 
accused of sin because they did all they humanly could to assess the candidate’s character. “ ‘In 
exceptional cases of deception and hypocrisy,’ writes Lenski, quoting another commentator, 



‘which only [God] who is able to see the heart could detect, evidently no sin can be charged 
against the conscientious judge who has nevertheless been deceived’...In such rare cases Timothy 
will not be fellowshiping the sins of such men; he will still be pure.”xl 
    The form of the second maxim is similar to the first.  The good works of some men are obvious 
before any examination is made:  “Likewise also, deeds that are good are quite evident.”  These 
men are easily identified as men who are fit for church eldership. 
    Some men’s good works are not obvious, but upon examination their good deeds become 
apparent:  “and those which are otherwise cannot be concealed.”  The good works of these men 
cannot be hidden, and it will become obvious that they are fit candidates for appointment to 
eldership. 
    Paul is assuring Timothy that as long as he does not act hastily in appointing elders and 
carefully examines the candidates, that he will find the right men.  Armed with these words of 
encouragement, Timothy and the church leaders are prepared to accomplish the challenging task 
before them. 
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