
Introduction to 1 Timothy Chapter 
5 

Honor, Care, and Accountability: How the Household of God Treats Its 
Most Vulnerable and Its Most Responsible 

First Timothy chapter 5 is the most socially specific chapter in the letter — the chapter 
where the general principles of the community's ordering encounter the particular and 
sometimes difficult realities of the people who make up the community. The chapter 
addresses three groups in sequence: the broader relational community (how to treat 
older and younger men and women); the widows (who qualifies for the community's 
formal support, and what responsibilities the community and the family bear for 
different categories of widow); and the elders (how to honor them, how to handle 
accusations against them, and how to avoid premature appointment). Together these 
three treatments constitute the most extended and most practically detailed engagement 
with the community's actual social responsibilities in any of Paul's letters. 

The treatment of widows is the longest and the most complex section of the chapter — 
and it reveals the most about the early church's understanding of its social 
responsibilities and their limits. The ancient world's social provision for widows was 
extremely limited: without a husband, a widow was economically vulnerable in ways 
that the modern welfare state has made difficult to imagine. The church had developed, 
from its earliest days, a practice of formal support for widows — a practice rooted in the 
Old Testament's consistent concern for the widow, the orphan, and the stranger as the 
most vulnerable members of society. But the practice had, apparently, been extended in 
ways that were creating problems: younger widows were being enrolled in the support 
list who had family members capable of caring for them, and the enrolled widows were 
not all meeting the character requirements that the formal role required. 

The treatment of elders in verses 17-25 is the chapter's most institutionally focused 
section — and it addresses the most delicate pastoral and governance challenges of the 
early community's life. The double honor given to elders who lead well — especially 
those who labor in preaching and teaching — is the positive affirmation that genuine 
leadership deserves genuine recognition and genuine material support. The handling of 
accusations against elders requires both the protection of the leader against false 
accusation (the two-witness requirement) and the willingness to address genuine sin 
publicly when it is established. And the warning against premature ordination — do not 
be hasty in the laying on of hands — connects directly to the chapter 3 instruction about 
not appointing recent converts, extending the principle to the broader context of 
leadership appointment. 

The chapter's organizing logic is the concept of the household — the household of God 
that chapter 3 identified as the church, the pillar and foundation of the truth. The 
treatment of the older and younger men and women as fathers and mothers, brothers 
and sisters, establishes the familial framework within which all the specific instructions 



operate. The care for the widows is the household's provision for its most vulnerable 
members. The honor for the elders is the household's appropriate recognition of those 
who lead it. And the accountability structures for accusations and appointments are the 
household's governance mechanisms — the means by which the household of God 
maintains the integrity that its identity as God's household requires. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We come to 1 Timothy chapter 5 asking for the practical wisdom that this 
chapter requires: the wisdom to honor and relate to the different 
members of the household of God in ways that are appropriate to who 
they are and what they need, the generosity to provide for those who 
cannot provide for themselves, and the courage to hold accountable those 
who have been entrusted with leadership in ways that protect both the 
community and the leader. 

Lord, give us the familial orientation that the chapter's opening verses 
establish — the capacity to treat the older members of the community as 
parents and the younger members as siblings, with the pure relationship 
that genuine family membership requires. Give us the discernment to 
know how to care for those who are genuinely alone in the world and the 
courage to call the families of those who are not to their proper 
responsibility. And give us the double honor that genuine leadership 
deserves — the recognition, the material support, and the protection 
against false accusation that the person who labors in preaching and 
teaching has earned. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

1 Timothy 5:1–2 

The Household Relationships: Treating Every Member with 
Familial Appropriateness 

(1) Do not rebuke an older man harshly, 
 but exhort him as if he were your father. 
 Treat younger men as brothers, 
 (2) older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, 
 with absolute purity. 

THE CONTEXT 



These two verses are among the shortest and the most practically important in the 
chapter — and they establish the relational framework within which all the more specific 
instructions that follow are to be understood. The framework is the family: the 
community of faith is the household of God, and the relationships within that household 
are to be structured on the analogy of the family relationships that the household 
metaphor implies. Older men as fathers. Younger men as brothers. Older women as 
mothers. Younger women as sisters. The pastoral relationship is the relationship of a 
family member to the other family members — not the relationship of a professional to 
clients, or an authority to subordinates, or a manager to employees. 

The specific instruction about the older man — do not rebuke harshly, but exhort as a 
father — is addressed to the young minister who has been charged with the care of the 
community and who will inevitably need to address the failures and the errors of people 
who are older than he is. The natural temptation is toward the extreme in one direction 
or another: either the avoidance of the necessary confrontation because the age 
differential makes it uncomfortable, or the overcompensation of harsh rebuke to 
demonstrate that the youth does not prevent the authority. Paul specifies the middle 
way: the exhortation that a son gives to a father — respectful, honest, appropriately 
direct, but characterized by the deference that the relationship between son and father 
requires. 

The qualification attached to the treatment of younger women — with absolute purity — 
is the most important pastoral safeguard in the passage. The familial relationship with 
younger women in the community requires the unqualified purity that the family 
relationship demands: the relationship of a brother to a sister, characterized by the 
complete absence of the sexual interest or romantic dimension that would corrupt the 
relationship and damage both the minister and the person being ministered to. The 
absolute is significant: there is no context or qualification that makes the purity 
requirement negotiable. The pastoral relationship with younger women is the 
relationship of a brother to a sister — in every dimension, without exception. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Don't come down hard on an older man. Instead, appeal to him the way a son 
would appeal to his father. Treat younger men as you would treat brothers. 
Treat older women the way you would treat your mother. Treat younger 
women the way you would treat sisters — with absolute purity in every way. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Exhort him as if he were your father": This signifies The Pastoral 
Relationship with Older Members of the Community Is to Be Characterized 
by the Respectful Directness That a Son Brings to a Difficult Conversation 
with His Father. 

The instruction to treat the older man as a father — exhorting rather than rebuking, with 
the tone appropriate to a son addressing a father — is the chapter's most important 
guidance for the young minister who must navigate the age differentials that genuine 
pastoral care requires. The father analogy specifies both the directness and the respect: 
a son does not avoid difficult conversations with his father, but neither does he 



approach them with the harshness that a superior might use with a subordinate. The 
exhortation is honest and direct — it says what needs to be said. But it is accompanied 
by the respect that the relationship between son and father requires, the deference to 
the wisdom and the experience and the dignity that the father represents. This is the 
pastoral tone that the age differential requires. 

"With absolute purity": This signifies The Qualification on the Relationship 
with Younger Women Is Absolute — There Is No Context in Which the 
Purity of the Familial Relationship Is Negotiable. 

The absolute purity required in the relationship with younger women is the most 
important safeguard in the passage — and the word absolute is the most important 
word. The pastoral relationship with younger women is to be characterized by the 
complete absence of any dimension that would corrupt the familial analogy: no sexual 
interest, no romantic dimension, no cultivation of an inappropriate emotional intimacy 
that exploits the vulnerability of the pastoral relationship. The brother-sister analogy 
specifies the relationship exactly: the care that a brother extends to a sister, the 
protection that a brother offers, the honest engagement that siblings have — all without 
any of the dimensions that would make the relationship something other than what the 
family analogy requires. Absolute purity. No exceptions. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Let the Familial Metaphor Govern the Tone of Every Pastoral 
Relationship: The four relationships specified in verses 1-2 — older men as fathers, 
younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, younger women as sisters — are the 
relational framework within which all the specific pastoral care instructions of the 
chapter operate. The tone that each of these relationships requires is different, and the 
minister who fails to calibrate the tone appropriately — who rebukes the older man with 
the harshness appropriate to a peer or treats the younger woman with the familiarity 
appropriate only to a sibling — has violated the relational framework that the household 
of God requires. Let the family analogy govern. Treat each person with the tone that 
their position in the family analogy specifies. 

2. Maintain the Absolute Purity of the Pastoral Relationship with Younger 
Women as a Non-Negotiable Boundary: The absolute purity instruction is the 
most practically important boundary in pastoral ministry — and the word absolute is 
designed to close every door that rationalization might otherwise open. The pastoral 
relationship with younger women that develops an inappropriate emotional intimacy, 
that cultivates a closeness that the brother-sister analogy does not describe, that exploits 
the vulnerability of the person seeking pastoral care — this is the relationship that has 
violated the absolute of verse 2. The protection against this violation is not primarily the 
institution of formal boundaries, though these have their place. It is the genuine 
internalization of the familial analogy: she is a sister. The relationship of a brother to a 
sister is the standard. Absolute means absolute. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The familial framework of verses 1-2 is the most humanizing available corrective to the 
professionalization of pastoral care that has characterized contemporary ministry 



culture. The professional model of pastoral care — which emphasizes appropriate 
boundaries, managed relationships, and the maintenance of professional distance — has 
genuine value as a safeguard against the abuses that the absence of structure can 
produce. But it risks losing the relational warmth and the genuine investment in the 
person that the familial analogy requires. The father who carefully maintains 
professional distance from his son has misunderstood what it means to be a father. The 
minister who carefully manages every relationship to the standard of professional 
appropriateness may have lost the genuine family care that the household of God is 
supposed to provide its members. 

Key Lesson: The household of God is a family, and the pastoral relationships 
within it are to be characterized by the tones and the postures of the family 
relationships they mirror — with the respectful directness of a son speaking to a 
father, the genuine sibling care of a brother for his brothers, the maternal 
reverence appropriate to the older women, and the absolute purity of the 
brother-sister relationship that admits no qualification. 

 

1 Timothy 5:3–16 

The Widows: Genuine Need, Family Responsibility, and the 
Community's Ordered Care 

(3) Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need. 
 (4) But if a widow has children or grandchildren, 
 these should learn first of all to put their religion into practice 
 by caring for their own family 
 and so repaying their parents and grandparents, 
 for this is pleasing to God. 
 (5) The widow who is really in need and left all alone 
 puts her hope in God and continues night and day to pray and to ask God for 
help. 
 (6) But the widow who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives. 
 (7) Give the people these instructions, so that no one may be blamed. 
 (8) Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, 
 and especially for their own household, 
 has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. 
 (9) No widow may be put on the list of widows unless she is over sixty, 
 has been faithful to her husband, 
 (10) and is well known for her good deeds, such as bringing up children, 
 showing hospitality, washing the feet of the Lord's people, 
 helping those in trouble and devoting herself to all kinds of good deeds. 
 (11) As for younger widows, do not put them on such a list. 
 For when their sensual desires overcome their dedication to Christ, 
 they want to marry. 
 (12) Thus they bring judgment on themselves, 
 because they have broken their first pledge. 
 (13) Besides, they get into the habit of being idle and going about from house to 



house. 
 And not only do they become idlers, but also busybodies who talk nonsense, 
 saying things they ought not to. 
 (14) So I counsel younger widows to marry, to have children, to manage their 
homes 
 and to give the enemy no opportunity for slander. 
 (15) Some have in fact already turned away to follow Satan. 
 (16) If any woman who is a believer has widows in her family, 
 she should help them and not let the church be burdened with them, 
 so that the church can help those widows who are really in need. 

THE CONTEXT 

The treatment of widows in this passage is the most extended and the most socially 
detailed section of the chapter — and its complexity reflects the genuine complexity of 
the situation Paul is addressing. The early church had developed the practice of formal 
support for widows from the earliest days (Acts 6:1 records a dispute about the 
distribution to widows that prompted the appointment of the Seven). The practice was 
rooted in the Old Testament's consistent concern for the widow as among the most 
vulnerable members of society, and it expressed the gospel's claim that the community 
of faith should care for those whom the surrounding society had no mechanism to 
support. 

The passage distinguishes between different categories of widow, and the distinctions 
are driven by two related concerns: who genuinely needs the community's support, and 
who has the character and the life that qualifies for the formal enrolled role. The widow 
who is really in need — left all alone, putting her hope in God, continuing night and day 
in prayer — is the person the formal support was designed to serve. The widow who has 
family members capable of supporting her should receive that support from her family 
rather than from the community — and the obligation of the family to provide this 
support is stated with striking force: anyone who does not provide for their own 
household has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. 

The qualifications for the formal enrolled widow — over sixty, faithful to her husband, 
well known for her good deeds — mirror the character qualifications for the overseer 
and the deacon in chapter 3. The enrolled widow is not merely the recipient of the 
community's support. She is a recognized role within the community's ordered life — 
likely involving intercessory prayer and perhaps forms of ministry to the community's 
members. The character requirements ensure that the formal role is occupied by people 
whose lives have demonstrated the character that the role requires, not merely by 
people who meet the technical qualification of being a widow without family support. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Give proper honor and support to the widows who are genuinely on their own. 
But if a widow has children or grandchildren, those family members should 
learn to practice their faith by caring for their own relatives first — repaying 
what their parents and grandparents gave them — because this is what pleases 
God. The widow who is truly alone and has no one puts her hope entirely in God 
and prays day and night. But the widow who just lives for her own pleasure is 
spiritually dead while still physically alive. Make sure everyone understands 



this so no one can be faulted. Anyone who won't take care of their own relatives 
— and especially those in their own household — has denied the faith and is 
worse than someone who doesn't even believe. No widow should be added to the 
official support list unless she is at least sixty years old, has been committed to 
one husband, and is well known for the good she has done — things like raising 
children, practicing hospitality, serving the Lord's people, helping those in 
distress, and devoting herself to every kind of good work. Don't include younger 
widows on this list. When their natural desires pull them away from their 
commitment to Christ, they want to remarry, and they break the pledge they 
originally made. On top of that, they tend to become idle and go from house to 
house — not just idle, but gossips and busybodies, saying things they shouldn't. 
So I recommend that younger widows remarry, have children, and manage 
their households well — giving the enemy no opening to attack. Some have 
already gone off the rails and followed the wrong path. If any believing woman 
has widows in her family, she should take care of them and not put the burden 
on the church — so the church's resources can go to the widows who are truly 
alone with no support. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need": This 
signifies The Community's Care for the Genuinely Vulnerable Is the Gospel's 
Social Logic Made Visible in Institutional Form. 

The instruction to give proper recognition — the Greek suggests both honor and the 
material support that the honor implies — to widows who are really in need is the 
chapter's most direct expression of the gospel's social logic. The community that has 
received the mercy of the God who desires all people to be saved is the community 
whose care extends to the most vulnerable members of its household. The recognition 
given to the genuinely destitute widow is not charity in the condescending sense. It is 
the appropriate response of a community that has been formed by the God who 
consistently identifies the widow, the orphan, and the stranger as the specific objects of 
divine care and human responsibility. The community's care for the really-in-need 
widow is the community's institutional expression of the character of the God it 
worships. 

"Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, and especially for their 
own household, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever": This 
signifies The Family's Obligation to Care for Its Own Vulnerable Members Is 
a Gospel Obligation, Not Merely a Cultural Expectation. 

The force of verse 8 is among the strongest in the chapter — and it is worth pausing on 
the strength. Has denied the faith. Worse than an unbeliever. These are not mild 
expressions of pastoral preference. They are the most severe possible characterization of 
the failure to provide for one's own household — a failure that Paul regards as a denial of 
the very faith that the person claims to hold. The logic is the gospel's own logic: the God 
who provides for His household, who cares for the widow and the orphan and the 
stranger, who is the Savior of all people — this God is the God whose people are formed 
in His character. The person who claims to follow this God while refusing to care for the 
family members who depend on them has not yet grasped what it means to follow Him. 



"Well known for her good deeds — bringing up children, showing 
hospitality, washing the feet of the Lord's people, helping those in trouble": 
This signifies The Character of the Enrolled Widow Is Demonstrated in the 
Specific, Costly, Practical Good Deeds That the Gospel Produces in the 
Person It Has Genuinely Formed. 

The character qualifications for the enrolled widow are remarkable for their specificity 
and their costliness: bringing up children, showing hospitality, washing the feet of the 
Lord's people, helping those in trouble, devoting herself to all kinds of good deeds. 
These are not the performative acts of religiosity — the visible spiritual disciplines that 
produce the reputation for holiness without the costly investment in others that genuine 
holiness requires. They are the specific, practical, other-directed acts of service that the 
gospel produces in the person whose life has been genuinely formed by the character of 
the God who serves. The washing of feet — the most humble and the most physically 
costly act of service in the ancient world — is included alongside the more 
conventionally respectable forms of good works. The enrolled widow's character is 
demonstrated in the most humble service available. 

"Anyone who does not provide for their own household has denied the 
faith": This signifies The Primary Responsibility for the Care of Vulnerable 
Family Members Belongs to the Family — the Community's Role Is the 
Support of Those Who Have No Family. 

The structural logic of the entire widows passage is the distribution of responsibility 
between the family and the community — and the logic is clear: the family bears the 
primary responsibility for the care of its vulnerable members, and the community's 
formal support structure exists for those who have no family to bear that responsibility. 
This is not the limitation of the community's generosity. It is the appropriate ordering of 
the two institutions — the family and the community — in their complementary roles of 
providing for the vulnerable. The community that provides formal support to widows 
who have families capable of supporting them has deprived the genuinely destitute 
widow of resources that the community's support structure was designed to supply. The 
ordering is in service of the genuinely vulnerable. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Take Seriously the Family's Primary Responsibility for the Care of Its 
Own Vulnerable Members as a Gospel Obligation: The force of verse 8 — 
denying the faith, worse than an unbeliever — makes the family's care for its own 
vulnerable members a gospel matter rather than a cultural option. The adult child who 
is financially capable of supporting an aging or widowed parent and does not do so has 
not merely failed a social obligation. They have denied something essential about the 
faith they claim to hold — the faith in the God whose character includes the consistent, 
costly, institutional care for the widow and the orphan. Receive the family responsibility 
as the gospel obligation that verse 8 describes it as: not optional, not conditioned on 
circumstances, but the practical expression of the faith that the gospel calls for. 

2. Structure the Community's Formal Support to Reach Those Who Are 
Genuinely Without Family Provision: The ordering principle of the passage — 
family first, community for those without family — is the most practically wise and the 



most genuinely generous distribution of the community's limited resources. The 
community that provides formal support to everyone who asks, regardless of their 
family situation, has distributed its resources in ways that deprive the genuinely 
destitute of the support that was most urgently needed. The community that takes the 
ordering seriously — encouraging families to bear their proper responsibility while 
reserving the formal support for those who genuinely have no family provision — is the 
community that most effectively serves the widows who are really in need. Manage the 
resources generously and wisely. 

3. Recognize That Genuine Care for the Vulnerable Is One of the 
Community's Most Powerful Gospel Testimonies: The early church's care for 
widows — its provision for the genuinely destitute in a world that had no alternative 
mechanism for their support — was one of the most powerful testimonies to the gospel's 
social logic available in the ancient world. The Roman world was not characterized by 
organized care for the genuinely destitute. The church's provision for widows was visibly 
different — and the difference was the difference that the gospel makes in the 
community it forms. The contemporary church that takes seriously its responsibility to 
care for the genuinely vulnerable in its own household — and that structures its 
resources to do so effectively — is the church that is most visibly embodying the social 
logic of the gospel. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The passage on widows is the chapter's most direct engagement with the question of 
how the community of faith discharges its social responsibilities — and it addresses this 
question with a sophistication that the contemporary church would do well to receive. 
The distinction between those who are really in need and those who have family 
members capable of providing for them is the distinction that makes genuine generosity 
possible: the community that has unlimited obligations to everyone is the community 
whose resources are insufficient to meet the genuine needs of anyone. The realistic 
assessment of who is genuinely without support — and the courageous assignment of 
the responsibility for others to the families who bear it — is the precondition for the 
community's genuine and sustainable care for the genuinely destitute. 

The character qualifications for the enrolled widow — the life of demonstrated service, 
the bringing up of children, the hospitality, the foot-washing, the helping of those in 
trouble — are also one of the most comprehensive portraits of genuine Christian 
character in the letter. The enrolled widow is not defined by her need but by her 
character — and the character is the character of the person whose life has been 
genuinely formed by the gospel. The good deeds that qualify her for the formal role are 
the good deeds that the gospel produces in the person who has genuinely received it. 
The pattern of her life is the pattern that the gospel is supposed to produce in every 
member of the community — and the recognition that the enrolled widow receives is the 
recognition that the community owes to the person whose life most visibly embodies 
what the gospel has been trying to produce. 

Key Lesson: The community's care for the genuinely vulnerable is the gospel's 
social logic made visible — but the genuinely generous and genuinely 
sustainable care is the care that assigns primary responsibility to the families 



who can bear it, reserves the community's formal support for those who have no 
family provision, and recognizes in the enrolled widow's life of demonstrated 
service the character that the gospel is supposed to produce in everyone it 
genuinely forms. 

 

1 Timothy 5:17–25 

The Elders: Honor, Accountability, and the Warning Against 
Hasty Appointment 

(17) The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double 
honor, 
 especially those who labor in preaching and teaching. 
 (18) For Scripture says, 'Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain,' 
 and 'The worker deserves his wages.' 
 (19) Do not entertain an accusation against an elder 
 unless it is brought by two or three witnesses. 
 (20) But those elders who are sinning are to be rebuked publicly, 
 so that the others may take warning. 
 (21) I charge you, in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels, 
 to keep these instructions without partiality, 
 and to do nothing out of favoritism. 
 (22) Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, 
 and do not share in the sins of others. 
 Keep yourself pure. 
 (23) Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine 
 because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses. 
 (24) The sins of some people are obvious, reaching the place of judgment ahead 
of them; 
 the sins of others trail behind them. 
 (25) In the same way, good deeds are obvious, 
 and even those that are not obvious cannot remain hidden forever. 

THE CONTEXT 

The treatment of elders in verses 17-25 is the chapter's most institutionally sensitive 
section — it deals with the most delicate of all the community's governance challenges: 
how to honor the leaders who deserve honor, how to handle accusations against leaders, 
how to discipline leaders whose sin has been established, and how to avoid the 
premature appointment that creates the problem the discipline must subsequently 
address. These are the governance challenges that every institution faces — and the 
guidelines Paul provides are as practically wise as they are theologically grounded. 

The double honor given to elders who lead well — especially those who labor in 
preaching and teaching — is the positive foundation from which everything else in the 
passage flows. The honor is both relational (the recognition and respect that genuine 
leadership deserves) and material (the financial support that the worker deserves, 
grounded in the Old Testament agricultural principle and the dominical saying). The 



two scriptural citations — the muzzled ox and the worker's wages — establish the 
material support of the teaching elder not as a generous gesture of the community but as 
a matter of basic justice: the one whose labor produces the community's formation 
deserves the material support that the labor requires. 

The two-witness requirement for accusations against elders, the public rebuke of those 
whose sin is established, and the solemn charge to maintain strict impartiality — these 
three together constitute the community's accountability framework for its most visible 
leaders. The two-witness requirement protects the elder from the accusation of a single 
disgruntled person whose grievance may not reflect the reality of the leader's conduct. 
The public rebuke when sin is established ensures that the protection of the leader is not 
used to shield genuine sin from the accountability that sin requires. And the charge to 
impartiality — delivered in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels — is 
the most solemn possible reminder that the administration of the accountability 
framework must not be shaped by personal relationships or institutional self-interest. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Elders who lead the church well deserve to be well compensated — especially 
those who work hard at preaching and teaching. Scripture says: 'Don't muzzle 
the ox while it's threshing grain' — and 'The worker deserves his pay.' Don't 
even hear an accusation against an elder unless there are two or three witnesses 
to back it up. But if an elder is actually sinning, confront it publicly so that 
everyone else takes it seriously. I'm being completely serious about this — before 
God and Christ Jesus and the holy angels: carry out these instructions without 
playing favorites, without letting personal preferences guide you. Don't rush 
into ordaining anyone — don't make yourself responsible for someone else's 
sins. Keep your own life clean. And stop drinking nothing but water — take a 
little wine for your stomach's sake since you get sick so often. Some people's sins 
are out in the open, obvious before any investigation begins. Others' sins only 
show up later. The same is true of good deeds — some are obvious, and the ones 
that aren't can't stay hidden forever. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double 
honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching": This signifies 
The Material Support of Teaching Elders Is a Matter of Justice, Not 
Generosity — Grounded in the Principle That the Worker Deserves Their 
Wages. 

The double honor given to elders who lead well — particularly those who labor in 
preaching and teaching — is among the most important institutional statements in the 
chapter. The word for double honor in the Greek can carry both the relational sense of 
genuine recognition and the material sense of financial compensation — and the two 
scriptural citations that follow make clear that the material sense is included: the 
muzzled ox and the worker's wages are both economic principles about the just 
compensation of those whose labor produces value for others. The teaching elder's labor 
in preaching and teaching produces the community's formation — the most important 
work that any person can do for the household of God. That labor deserves material 
support as a matter of justice, not as an optional gesture of the community's generosity. 



"Do not entertain an accusation against an elder unless it is brought by two 
or three witnesses": This signifies The Two-Witness Protection Provides the 
Leader with the Most Basic Safeguard Against the Accusation That Exploits 
the Visibility of the Leadership Role. 

The two-witness requirement for accusations against elders is the passage's most 
important institutional protection for the community's leaders — and it reflects the 
consistent biblical principle of Deuteronomy 17:6 and 19:15 applied to the specific 
vulnerability of the visible leader. The person who leads the community publicly is the 
person whose life and conduct are most observed and most commented upon — and the 
observation and commentary are not always accurate or fair. The two-witness 
requirement prevents the accusation of a single disgruntled person, a personal enemy, 
or a disappointed candidate from becoming the basis for an institutional response that 
damages the leader's reputation and standing before the evidence has been established. 
The protection is not the immunity of the powerful but the basic fairness of established 
evidentiary standards. 

"Those elders who are sinning are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others 
may take warning": This signifies The Public Rebuke of the Established Sin Is 
the Community's Most Serious Accountability Mechanism — and Its 
Purpose Is as Much Deterrent as Discipline. 

The public rebuke of elders whose sin has been established by the two-witness standard 
is the passage's most sobering instruction — and it is deliberately placed immediately 
after the two-witness protection to prevent the protection from being used as a shield 
against legitimate accountability. The two-witness requirement ensures that accusations 
are properly established before action is taken. But when the sin is properly established, 
the response is public rebuke. The purpose is specified: so that the others may take 
warning. The public nature of the rebuke is not punitive in itself — it is the deterrent 
function of publicly administered accountability, the demonstration to the community 
that the leadership's visibility does not purchase immunity from the accountability that 
the community's integrity requires. 

"Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands — do not share in the sins of 
others": This signifies The Warning Against Premature Ordination Extends to 
the Ordainer the Responsibility for the Failures That the Premature 
Appointment Makes Possible. 

The warning against hasty ordination — and its connection to sharing in the sins of 
others — is one of the most sobering statements in the passage. The connection is direct: 
the person who ordains hastily bears some responsibility for the failures of the person 
prematurely ordained. This is not a claim that the ordaining person is morally culpable 
for the subsequent sins of the ordained person in the same way that the ordained person 
is culpable. It is the acknowledgment that the ordination creates the conditions within 
which those sins are possible — that the premature appointment gives the incompletely 
formed person the authority and the opportunity that their character was not yet ready 
to bear. The warning against premature ordination is the warning to protect the 
community, the candidate, and the ordainer from the consequences of impatience. 



"The sins of some people are obvious — the sins of others trail behind 
them": This signifies The Judgment About Character That Ordination 
Requires Must Account for the Reality That Some Failures Are Immediately 
Visible and Some Only Become Visible Over Time. 

The observation of verses 24-25 — that some sins are obvious before the investigation 
reaches them and others only become visible afterward, while good deeds are similar in 
their varying visibility — is the practical wisdom that the entire elder-appointment 
discussion requires. The community that evaluates candidates only on the basis of what 
is immediately visible has not yet taken seriously the reality that some character failures 
take time to surface, and that the premature appointment accelerates the timeline at 
which the community will discover what longer observation would have revealed before 
the appointment was made. The testing period that the deacon qualification list 
specified (3:10) — and the caution against premature ordination (5:22) — are both 
expressions of the same pastoral wisdom: give it time. The things that trail behind will 
eventually catch up. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Provide Material Support for Teaching Elders as a Matter of Justice 
Rather Than Optional Generosity: The scriptural grounding of the teaching elder's 
financial support — the ox, the worker's wages — places the material compensation of 
the person who labors in preaching and teaching in the category of basic justice rather 
than generous discretion. The community that underpays or refuses to pay the person 
whose labor in the word produces its formation has violated the principle that the 
Scripture specifies: the worker deserves their wages. This is not the license for excessive 
compensation or for the distortion of ministry into a financial enterprise. It is the 
recognition that the genuine labor of preaching and teaching deserves the genuine 
material support that makes that labor sustainable over the long term without the 
additional burden of financial precarity. 

2. Apply the Two-Witness Standard Consistently — Protecting the Leader 
from False Accusation While Maintaining the Accountability That 
Established Sin Requires: The two-witness protection and the public rebuke of 
established sin must be held together — because each without the other produces a 
distortion of the community's accountability framework. The two-witness standard 
without the willingness to rebuke publicly produces the institutional self-protection that 
shields genuine sin behind the evidentiary standard. The willingness to rebuke publicly 
without the two-witness standard produces the institutional vulnerability that allows 
false accusations to damage leaders before the truth has been established. Both 
elements are necessary. Apply the standard consistently — to all leaders, without 
partiality, in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels. 

3. Take the Warning Against Hasty Ordination as the Most Important 
Institutional Safeguard Against the Leadership Failures That Damage the 
Community Most Severely: The history of the church's most damaging leadership 
failures is largely the history of premature ordinations — of people appointed to the 
authority and the opportunity of the office before the character formation that the office 
requires was in place. The warning of verse 22 is not the counsel of excessive caution 



about the appointment of gifted people. It is the counsel of the patience that allows the 
character to be formed and observed before the authority that amplifies the character's 
failures is granted. Give it time. The testing period costs less than the recovery from the 
premature appointment's consequences. Do not share in the sins of others by creating 
the conditions within which those sins become possible. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The double honor for teaching elders is one of the most consistently underapplied 
principles in the contemporary church — and the underapplication takes two forms. The 
relational form is the community's failure to give genuine recognition and respect to the 
people whose labor produces its formation: the tendency to treat the pastor as an 
employee rather than as the shepherd of the household, to evaluate the ministry by 
consumer metrics rather than by the formation that the preaching and teaching is 
supposed to produce, and to discount the labor that is not immediately visible — the 
study, the prayer, the pastoral care that produces the sermon rather than the sermon 
itself. The material form is the community's underpayment of the people whose labor in 
the word is its most important institutional investment. Both forms of underapplication 
violate the principle that Scripture specifies. 

The observation about visible and trailing sins and good deeds in verses 24-25 is also 
one of the most practically wise pieces of institutional guidance in the chapter. The 
person who evaluates candidates for leadership only on the basis of what is visible at the 
moment of evaluation — the gifts, the presence, the apparent character — without 
accounting for the reality that some failures only become visible over time, has not yet 
applied the full wisdom of the passage. The testing period, the observation of the 
household, the reputation with outsiders, the time allowed for the trailing things to 
catch up — all of these are the practical expressions of the pastoral wisdom that verses 
24-25 articulate. Give it time. The person whose good deeds are not yet obvious will 
demonstrate them. The person whose sins trail behind will eventually reveal them. 
Patient observation is the most reliable available assessment. 

Key Lesson: The elders who lead well deserve the double honor that includes 
their material support as a matter of justice; the accountability framework — 
two witnesses to protect, public rebuke to discipline, strict impartiality to 
govern — is the community's most important governance mechanism for its 
most visible leaders; and the warning against hasty ordination is the most 
important institutional safeguard against the leadership failures that damage 
the community most severely, because the person whose sins trail behind them 
will eventually be overtaken by what they have been outrunning. 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We close 1 Timothy chapter 5 having received one of the most practically 
specific and the most institutionally wise chapters in the Pastoral 
Epistles. We have been instructed about the relational framework that 
governs the household of God — the familial tones and postures that 
different relationships require. We have been challenged by the family's 
primary obligation to its own vulnerable members, and by the 
community's responsibility for those who genuinely have no family to 
bear that obligation. And we have been given the governance principles 
for the community's most visible leaders — the double honor, the two-
witness protection, the accountability that established sin requires, and 
the warning against the premature ordination that shares in the sins it 
creates the conditions for. 

Lord, form in our communities the familial love that the opening verses 
describe — the treatment of the older members as parents, the younger 
members as siblings, with the pure relationship that genuine family 
membership requires. Let the care for the genuinely vulnerable be the 
visible expression of the gospel's social logic, organized wisely so that the 
community's resources reach those who most urgently need them. And let 
the family members who have the capacity to care for their own do so — 
receiving the obligation as the gospel obligation that verse 8 describes it 
as, not as the cultural expectation that can be negotiated. 



Give our communities the wisdom to honor genuine leadership with the 
double honor it deserves — the relational recognition and the material 
support that the worker's wages principle requires. Give us the patience 
to apply the two-witness standard before entertaining accusations, and 
the courage to rebuke publicly when the standard has been met and the 
sin has been established. And give us the patience to avoid the hasty 
ordination that creates the conditions for the failures that will eventually 
catch up with the person who was appointed before their character was 
ready for the office. 

Most of all, let our communities be the households of God that the chapter 
describes — places where the vulnerable are cared for, where the genuine 
leaders are honored and held accountable, where the familial 
relationships are characterized by the love and the purity that the 
household of the living God requires. In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 
Glory to God Alone 


