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CARING FOR MEMBERS OF GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
1 Timothy 5:1–6:2
Key Verse: 5:21
“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.”

In last week’s passage we saw some key teachings for young Timothy to grow as a good minister of Christ. We learned the importance of training ourselves to be godly. It has even greater value than physical training. We grow in godliness as we learn to put our hope in God. In these verses Apostle Paul continues to instruct Timothy on how to lead the church in Ephesus. Throughout this letter we see how concerned Paul was with the quality of life and example in that church. He wanted to protect it from false teaching. He wanted it to be a place of prayer for all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. He wanted its leaders to be exemplary, starting in their home life and extending to their community. He wanted it to be a place where people could be nourished on the truths of the faith, a place filled with the preaching and teaching of Scripture. Now Paul gives Timothy instructions mainly for widows and elders. At first these teachings may not seem very applicable. But they contain principles that guide us in building a fellowship that’s pleasing to God and a blessing to many people. May God speak to us personally through his word today.
First, how to treat various age groups. Let’s read verses 1 and 2. Here Paul admonishes Timothy not to rebuke older men harshly. As the young pastor of that church, Timothy would find himself in situations where he would have to teach and correct men older than him. Documents have survived from antiquity giving advice on how to treat older people. Only in the Bible do we find instructions that a younger person should actually teach an older person. It’s because the Bible teaches the priesthood of all believers, young and old.
Paul says here not to “rebuke harshly.” Literally in Greek it means to verbally beat up. Sometimes when people are given a position of authority, they like to exercise that authority to the fullest degree. Recently a college basketball coach and the athletic director who didn’t discipline him were both fired, because the coach was caught on tape repeatedly slapping, kicking, shoving and screaming at the players. Sadly, even pastors can sometimes use their Sunday sermons literally as a bully pulpit. Paul told Timothy instead to “exhort” an older man as if he were his own father. In Greek this word is “parakaleo,” from “paraclete,” and it means to call to one’s side, appeal, urge or encourage. This is the word Jesus repeatedly used to describe the Holy Spirit—the Paraclete or our Advocate (Jn14:16,26; 15:26; 16:7). It's a very loving way of teaching and ministering to people. Look at verse 1 again. Here we find two verbs: “exhort” and “treat.” But in the original Greek, the word “treat” actually isn’t there; instead, only the verb “exhort” or “parakaleo” is there, and it’s meant to apply to all the different people Timothy should be ministering to: both older and younger men, older and younger women. Timothy shouldn’t be harshly rebuking any of them; instead, he should be lovingly entreating them all. In these instructions Paul wanted Timothy to create an environment in the church where elderly persons were honored, not dishonored. This is the way we can learn practically how to honor God himself (Lev19:32). Paul also uses all familial terms here: “father,” “brothers,” “mothers” and “sisters.” Like Timothy, we all need to learn how to see people in our church fellowship not as “those people,” but as our most dear family members. Our Lord Jesus himself taught, “Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother” (Mk3:35). This is what real church should be like. There is one more important thing to note here. Look at the last part of verse 2. Paul uses the expression “absolute purity.” It was to help Timothy in the way he ministered to younger women. If any young man is going to serve the Lord, he needs to learn how to help the younger women with absolute purity.
Second, how to treat widows (3–16). The bulk of Paul’s teaching in this chapter is about widows. Usually people are very sympathetic towards a sorrowful widow. But Paul didn’t want Timothy to be blindly sympathetic; he wanted him to be discerning. We find an interesting practice here in the early church. It was called “the list of widows” (9a,11a,16b). Clearly there were many widows in the church. Some scholars believe that in that society many women became widows due to harsh working conditions men had to endure, as well as many who were killed during military service. After World War II, the Soviet Union had a similar situation for several decades, when its society was filled with war widows. Many widows flocked to the early church because it was a place of love, grace and generosity. But the church couldn’t possibly support all of them. So Paul gave Timothy instructions on which widows to care for. 
The main principle Paul repeats three times here is that families should first take care of their own widows instead of dumping them on the church (4,8,16). When children or grandchildren care for their elderly parents or grandparents, they are repaying them for all their years of loving service, and what’s more, Paul says they’re putting their faith into practice (4). Paul uses some strong language for people who don’t provide for their own families. Read verse 8. We all really need to take these words to heart. Church should not be allowed to be a place where people come to expect free handouts or material benefit or where they dump their family responsibilities on others. Paul has repeatedly talked about how family life is a testing ground to see whether or not we really have faith and can really serve the church. Our Christian faith needs to be expressed first and foremost in the way we provide for and care for our own family. Paul wrote back in 3:5: “(If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?)” Starting with the good example of its leaders, pastors and missionaries, the church needs to be a place full of healthy, responsible, well cared-for families.
Paul also gave some very specific criteria for a widow to be on the church’s list for financial support. Read verse 5. This is the example of a godly widow. She is a woman of faith. She puts her hope in God who promised to take care of the fatherless and the widow. She continues night and day to pray and to ask God for help. She is like the widow Anna in Luke 2, who became a young widow, put her hope in God and dedicated her whole life to praying for God’s people. Putting our hope in God is how we start to grow in godliness (4:10).

Paul gives more criteria for being put on the church’s list of widows. Read verses 9–10. First of all, the woman should be over sixty. It means that now she’s just too old to get a job. Next, she should be faithful to her husband. This could mean that after her husband died, she never had another man. Or it could mean that while he was alive, she was faithful to her husband; after he died, she may have remarried and would have to have been faithful to her second husband, as long as he was alive. Third, she should be well known for her good deeds—bringing up children, showing hospitality, doing humble acts of service for the Lord’s people, and helping those in trouble. What a beautiful life! Keep in mind that none of these people were her family members. And she was not doing these things in order to get financial help from the church; she was doing it all purely out of God’s love. Predictably, mothers intensely love their own children and are ambitious for them. But Christian women love others’ children and all kinds of needy people from other families with God’s love. In short, such a widow Paul describes in verses 9–10 is a very unselfish woman. These good deeds all spring from her genuine love for Jesus. Young women in the church need to have such a good role model to emulate.

In contrast, Paul mentions another kind of widow. Read verse 6. Paul’s view of people was not idealistic or romantic—he knew that all people are sinners. Even elderly widows can be living for pleasure. In Greek this word means to live in luxury, to be self-indulgent, or to be sexually promiscuous. In our society it’s seen as humorous when senior women are called “cougars.” It’s actually not funny but disgraceful. Paul knew such women would try to use their state of being a widow as a trump card to get out of bad situations by appealing to people’s sympathy. He said not to put such women on the church’s list of widows. Surely it would make some people mad. But Timothy needed to be clear and discerning not to use the church’s money to support such people. Instead, the church’s money should be used to support people truly serving the Lord.

Paul also had a sense of problem about younger widows. Read verses 11–13. At first it seems Paul is condemning remarriage. But in verse 14 he counsels younger widows to remarry. So the “pledge” seems to mean the pledge to remain as a widow in order to serve the Lord. It sounds great. But again Paul was being realistic. Young women often can’t keep such a pledge because of their strong physical desires. In Ephesus there was the world-famous Temple of Artemis, where women pledged themselves to only serve in the temple without getting married. But they were basically living like lazy, gossipy temple prostitutes. It was a bad influence to all the young women living in that city. Paul had a sense of problem about this. He knew the danger of younger widows who haven’t yet grown up in godliness and unselfish hard work and service. If the church were to support them financially, with no husband or children or work to do, they would have too much time. So they would start going around from house to house snooping and gossiping and talking all kinds of nonsense that makes a lot of trouble in the church. Paul had a sense of problem that ungodly women like to dig out information that’s none of their business. A busybody is someone concerned about trifling things instead of the most important ones. It’s a serious matter that precious church ministries have often been destroyed by women’s saying things they ought not to (cf. Jas1:26; 3:5–9). Read verse 14. Again, in Paul’s mind family life is a great training ground to grow in the godly character of Jesus, who was a most humble, hardworking, quiet servant of others.
Fourth, how to treat church leaders (17–25). In these verses the word “elder” in Greek is the same as the word used for “older man” in verse 1; but in this case it means not just the elderly but men who lead the church well. Read verse 17. Here the word “elder” can also mean “pastor”; elsewhere Paul uses it interchangeably with the word “overseer” (Tit1:5–9). And in verse 17, in Greek, “direct the affairs of the church well” is simply “lead well.” What does it mean to “lead well”? Paul adds, “…especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.” This is exactly what Paul taught Timothy to devote himself to (4:13). The best leader in the church is the one who leads people to God’s word, who feeds people diligently and faithfully with God’s word (Lk12:42). In this way people can hear the voice of their good shepherd Jesus and follow him (Jn10:4,27; 17:6-7). Look at verse 17 again. Here we find the word “work.” In Greek this word means to spend ones self so much as to be exhausted. Those who should receive double honor are not just the aged, or the rich or humanly successful, but those who pour themselves into hard labor of the ministry of God’s word. Paul says they are worthy of “double honor.” What is that? It’s both the deep respect of the church members, and also, their financial support. Read verse 18. Here Paul quotes both from Deuteronomy 25:4 and Luke 10:7. He taught the same thing in 1 Corinthians 9:14. Those who serve the ministry of God’s word should not do so for financial gain; they should do it only out of Christ’s compassion, to build people up. But the Bible also clearly teaches that there is nothing shameful in a minister of God’s word being supported financially by those who are blessed through his ministry. Congregations shouldn’t allow their pastors to be burdened by financial worries by paying them too little; instead, good pastors should be provided for generously. In brief, the church should invest not in buildings but in people teaching God’s word.

Paul teaches another principle. Read verse 19. It’s easy to accuse church leaders. Often these accusations come from jealousy, just as jealous people accused Jesus our Lord. Human beings’ sinful tendency is to try to knock leaders down through criticism and suspicion. We shouldn’t allow groundless rumors and accusations to fester. Instead, we should protect our leaders’ reputations. On the other hand, read verse 20. Paul had no illusions about church leaders. Even they can fall into sin. Here “reprove” means to help them see their sin. Paul says to do it “before everyone, so that the others may take warning.” When even church leaders are called to account for their sins, it creates a healthy environment of fearing God. Church needs to be a place where everyone takes sin seriously. 

Read verse 21. This is Paul’s main principle. His solemn charge to Timothy is in the sight of God, of Christ Jesus and of the elect angels. It’s a reference to God’s judgment, which will surely happen one day. Only when we’re deeply aware of this can we overcome our tendency to show partiality and favoritism. We shouldn’t show partiality either to older or younger people, to rich or poor, to widows or church leaders. Everyone needs to be dealt with based on fair principles and truth. Only such churches are healthy. We really need to be honest and repentant to create such an environment among us. In verse 22 Paul says not to be hasty in appointing people to service in the church. Talk is cheap. Many claim to believe in Jesus. But before allowing them to serve, we need to watch their practical lives. If we quickly appoint people based on our partiality and favoritism, we share in the sins they may commit. In verses 24-25 Paul says to patiently wait and see if people’s faith is real. If it isn’t, their sins will eventually come out. But if it is, it will be accompanied by obvious good deeds. Look at 6:1-2. Paul’s instructions to slaves here can apply to modern day employees. Christian workers should treat their employers as worthy of full respect, so that they can honor God’s name. If their employer is a Christian, they shouldn’t abuse their kindness but serve them even better.

Today we learned that church should be like a spiritual family. It should be a place where those who are working hard to serve the Lord are honored, and where those who sin are disciplined. May God help us build such a church here.
