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When writing to two of his apostolic representatives (Timothy
and Titus), Paul provided numerous instructions regarding the doc-

-trine and function of the local church. In regard to the function of the

churcll he chose to provide a list of qualifications necessary for the
elders” (1 Tim 3:2-7; Titus 1:6-9) and deacons (1 Tim 3:8-13). When
these three passages are studied in detail, we can relate to Peter’s words

- of consternation in 2 Peter 3:16—Paul writes some things in his letters

that are hard to understand. Chief among Paul’s challenging words and -

- phrases is the requirement that an elder or deacon be “the husband of

one wife” (1 Tim 3:2, 12; Titus 1:6). Although the interpretation of
this requirement may appear to be quite obvious, there are no less than

- six different suggestions offered by commentators in the years since

Paul first wrote to Timothy and Titus. The purpose of this article is to

- offer an interpretation for this uniquely Pauline phrase. I will first lay
- out the six basic explanations found among interpreters. For each ex-

planation I will include points offered in support followed by argu-
ments advanced against the view. Next [ will evaluate the discussion
regarding the six views and explain my support for the best one. In the
concluding section I will seek to provide some practical applications of
the proposed interpretation. B

Proposed Interpretations

1. Marriage to the Church .

Supporting Arguments. Some Roman Catholic theologians as-

sert that Paul was calling upon elders to be celibate; they were to be

“married” to the church (the “one wife”). It is clear that the Catholic
~doctrine of a celibate clergy motivated this interpretation. It is quite
difficult to find any modern-day commentators who hold to this view,

and most Catholics would support their view of a celibate clergy with-
out reference to this requirement. -
Refutation. This view fails to provide an adequate unmarried it
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tion for two main reasons. On the one hand, all of the other qualifica-
tions are easily understood in a literal sense, and taking the “wife”
figuratively as the church requires an inconsistent interpretive strat-
egy. On the other hand, the qualifications in all three lists include
requirements for the proper training of the elder/deacon’s children.
Clearly, a literal reading of a “husband of one wife” who has children
does not permit this particular interpretation to stand. -

2. Prohibition of Polygamy.

Supporting Arguments. Since polygamy was a common prac-
tice in the ancient Greco-Roman world, several interpreters have sug-
gesteq that Paul was calling for elders and deacons to have only one
wife.” It is true that the Greek phrase here (literally, “one woman
man”) must at least mean that Paul is requiring marriage to only one
woman. Also, the fact that polygamy was an accepted practice among
Jews (although it was rarely practiced among Greeks and Romans)
would justify a requirement for its prohibition among elders and dea-
cons. : ‘

Refutation. When Paul discusses the qualifications for widows
who could be included on the “widow list” in 1 Timothy 5.9, he uses
the exact same Greek phrase as in 3:2, 12, except that he reverses
“man” and “woman” (the phrase reading “one man woman” in Greek
is translated as “having been the wife of one man” in the KJV). Since
polyandry (having more than one husband) was not practiced in Paul’s
day, this phrase could not be a prohibition of polyandry, and it is,
therefore, unlikely that the same phrase (with only “man” and, “woman”
reversed) in 3:2, 12, speaks of a prohibition of polyganty.

3. Prohibition of Remarriage. A
Supporting Arguments. The majority of early Christian com-
mentators (and some in modern times)” understood this phrase to deny
elders and deacons the opportunity for a second marriage, even after
 the death of the first wife. For various religious and philosophical rea-
sons it was considered meg'torious not-to marry again after the death
of a spouse or a divorce.” In addition Paul appears to applaud the
avoidance of second marriages in 1 Corinthians 7 as evidenced by his
approval of singleness for widows (v. 40) and h&'y appreciation for
periodic sexual abstinence in marriage (vv. 1-7).
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interpretaRefutation. There is ample historical proof that this view was
larg?ly the result of gnostic and-ascetic teaching by some church lead-
ers. in the'ante—Nicene period.-These men applauded those who 11-
ingly avoided any and all opportunity for sexual relationships.” It
seems thqt the religious and Pphilosophical climate of those days rc;ther
than the intensive study of Scripture, was the impetus behind th;'s view
Also, Pau{ 's encouragement of sexual relations in marriage (I Co;l
7:5) and his general approach to the freedom given believers'in Christ
(qu 42:20‘—23; Gal 5:1) show that he would not have approved of as-
cetic motivations for the qualifications of elders and deacons.

That Paul did not hold to the remarriage view is further dem-
onstrated by his directions to the Younger widows in 1 Timothy 5:14
whe.re he encourages them to marry. Such counsel does not fit wel.l' if
he is excluding remarried widows Jrom getting on the “widow list” in
5:9. Why would Paul encourage younger widows to rémarry if this
woa‘tld‘ result in the forfeiture of their spot on the “widow list” later in
tl?ezr lives? In addition, Paul’s Statements about the dissolution of mar--
riage vows after the death of a spouse (Rom 7:1-3) along with his
encouragement to widows ro remarry in 1 Corinthians 7:8-9, 39, ap-
pear to fly in the face of an interpretation which pictures Izi;n a.; ap-
Dlauding the prohibition of remarriage. “

ol i Furrthermore, {he Greek phrase, “one man woman” used by
! %u in 1 Timothy 5:9 is the same as that Jound in 3:2, 12 and Titus
-0, except that he reverses “man” and “woman.” If his reference to

wzdowf atoe"s not prohibit remarriage in 1 Timothy 5:9, then it does not
prohibit it in the elder/deacon texts either.

Hence, whether a man has remarried following the death of a
spouse or Jollowing a divorce, the word “one” does not exclude him
Jrom be{lzg qualified to serve as an elder or deacon. There may be
other ways to show that he does not meet the requirements for these

oﬁic?s, byt being remarried does not violate the “one woman man”
qualification. |

4. Prohz.'bition of Unmarried Elders/Deacons. :
; ‘Supportmg A.rgt.unents. A strictly literal reading of this qualifi-
cation is the most significant argument one might use to teach thar
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men would be prohibited from becoming elders or deacons. This ap-
pears to be the reasoning behind the acévocacy of married clergy in’
some branches of the Orthodox church.

Refutation. There are several reasons why this qualification
does not exclude unmarried men. First, Paul himself was single (1 Cor
7.:8) and was also an elder who laid hands on Ti'lg)zothy at the beginning
of Timothy’s ministry (1 Tim 4:14; 2 Tim 1:6).

sibility of overseeing the establishment of elders in.the chuiches he
helped to start (Titus 1:5). This type of commendation (for singleness)
could serve to defeat the very thing he was called to do as an apostle if
- unmarried men were prohibited from serving as elders. Third, the ad-
Jective “one” (which is the first in this three-word phrase—a place of
emphasis) is significant in giving detail about the elder’s relationship
to his wife. In other words, the adjective exists to make a particular
point about the marriage—not to require marriage-itself. If Paul had
wanted to make marriage a requirement, he would have been more
likely to say, “a married man” rather than “one woman man.” Fourth,

if Paul were requiring elders and deacons to be married, then it -

would follow that he was also requiring them to have children
' (the Greek word is plural requiring at least two or more). This
‘would exempt childless men, men with only one child, and men
whose children had already left home to establish their own homes.

Thus, it would appear that Paul’s use of “one” is not to ex-
clude unmarried men from being elders or deacons. Rather than read-
ing this qualification so literally, I suggest that we understand “one
woman man” to implicitly include “if he has a wife.”

5. Prohibition of Divorce.

Supporting Arguments. Due to the widespread incidence of
divorce in the Greco-Roman and Jewish world, some commentators
have suggested that Paul was exempting any divorced person from the
office of elder or deacon.'" In addition to this social reason for prohib-
iting divorced men from office, theological and practical arguments
are also given. Theologically, Jesus appears to have prohibited divorce

( Second, Paul’s com- .
mendation of singleness (1 Cor 7:7-8) as a preferred lifestyle and as a
special gift from God would be peculiar in light of his apostolic respon- -
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Jor all people (Mk 10:2-12).” Practically, “extremely embar-
rassing complications’ are likely to occur for elders or dea-
cons whose former wives and children Jrom other marriages
should come to light. |

o Refutation. All three of the supporting reasons mentioned above
fail to convince. Culturally, the practice of divorce among Greeks and

“Romans was certainly widespread for both husbands and wives in that

the women were permitted to divorce their husbands just as easily as

“husbands were permitted to divorce their wives. However, Jewish

women were not afforded this equality of privilege. '* Only Jewish men
could divorce their wives. Since it is very likely that Paul was address- -
ing both Jewish and Gentile widows in his directions about widows in
1 Timothy 5:9, his reference to a “one man woman” would not speak
of a prohibition of divorce since divorce was not even an option for the
Jewish widows. : ’ ’

- Theologically, Christ does appear to make exceptions to his
prohibition of divorce in Matthew 5:31~32 and 19:8-9. Likewise, Paul
appears to allow for the divorce of a saved man or woman if his or her
unbelieving spouse departs (1 Cor 7:15). While divorce is never the

- most acceptable course of action and is not the intention of God for

marriage, these examples from the teaching of Christ and Paul do not -
appear to prove that any and all divorce is sinful. ‘

In response to the practical argument‘given, one might well

argue that “extremely. embarrassing complications” could deyelop in '
regard to any number of past sins that a potential elder or deacon may-
have committed. We can imagine scenarios including the appearance
of old drinking buddies or someone formerly assaulted by an elder or
deacon. Certainly, these would also be embarrassing situations to face.
This whole point about past actions points to the present nature of all of
the qualifications. I will say more about this under the next viewpoint.

- 6. Marital Fidelity to One Wife. ,
Supporting Arguments. Advocates of this view believe that the
best way to translate “one woman man” in Paul’s three lists is “faithful
to his wife.”' Thus, Paul is requiring elders and deacons to be dernon-



98 - “THE HUSBAND OF ONE WIFE”

strably committed to their wives. While this view assumes the
prohibition of polygamy and all sexual infidelity, it is not con-
cerned with the issues of remarriage or divorce. The emphasis
of the requirement is placed, rather, upon the present state of the
marriage in which the elder or deacon finds himself. There are
Jfour lines of support that can be given for this viewpoint.

.+ (1) The Current Status of the Candidate. All of the require-
ments.for elders and deacons emphasize the man’s current qualifica-
tion to serve. Undoubtedly many of the candidates for elder and dea-
con came from backgrounds of horrible sin (e.g. 1 Cor 6:9-1 1) and.

would be disqualified if these feqﬁiremg:nts were meant to look back-"

ward to pre-salvation or even distant post-salvation activities. This
observation would seem to allow for past adulterous activity just as it
might for past drunkenness, dishonesty, disorganization, or selfish be-
havior. We should ask why a past sin like divorce should have present
ramifications on a man’s qualification for ministry, when none of the
- other qualifications. is viewed in this backward-looking manner. =~

(2) The Parallel Phrase in 1 Timothy 5:9. One of the

best ways to determine an author’s meaning is to com-
pare his phrase in one verse with other places in his
- writing where that same phrase occurs. The Pauline
phrase “one woman man” occurs only three times (1

Tim 3:2, 12; Titus 1:6) in the elder and deacon quali- -

fication lists. But the phrase does appear in 1 Timothy

5:9 with the “woman” and “man” terms juxtaposed.

Thus, we may be able to gain significant help in our

interpretation of “one woman man” by comparing it

to Paul’s usage of “one man woman” in 1 Timothy

- 5:9. ’ o

1 Timothy 5:9 includes this phrase as one of the qualifications

of widows who should be included on the “widow list.” We have al-
ready argued above that this phrase could not be referring to a prohibi-
tion of polyandry (a practice unknown in the culture of that day), a
prohibition of remarriage (since this would contradict Paul’s counsel
in 5:14), or to a prohibition of divorce (since Jewish women could not
divorce their husbands). Our only remaining option is to understand
Paul’s meaning to refer to marital fidelity in 1 Timothy 5:9. Thus, we
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must be consistent in our interpretation of this same phrase (with only
the “man” and “woman’ terms reversed) when usedin 1 T imothy 3.2,
12 and Titus 1:6.

(3) The Positive Nature of the Qualification. In each of the
three lists the requirements are normally presented as positive qualities
rather than as negative statements. In the elder list of 1 Timothy 3:2-7
they appear as follows: blameless, one woman man, vigilant, sober, of
good behavior, given to hospitality, able to teach, not given to wine,
not violent,'s gentle, not quarrelsome, not covetous, rules house well,

- trains children well, 1ot a novice, and has a good testimony. The list

includes eleven positiVe qualifications and five negative ones. The phrase
speaking of marital fidelity is in the middle of positive qualities.

In the deacon list of 1 Timothy 3‘:8—12 we find the following;:
reverent, not deceitful, not given to wine, not greedy, holds to the
mystery of the faith, proved (tested), blameless, one woman man, rules

. qhildren and household well. Of the nine qualifications listed here,
~only three are in the negative, and “one woman man” appears in the

middle of positive statements.

In the elder list of Titus 1:6-9 there are sixteen qualifications
listed: blameless, one woman man, has faithful children, blameless,
not self-willed, not quick-tempered, not given to wine, not violent, not
greedy, hospitable, lover of good, sober-minded, just, holy, self-con-
trolled, holds fast to the Word. Five of the sixteen are négative in
nature, and our phrase is included in the middle ‘of positive require-
ments. '

Though the force of this argument may not be as strong as the
first two, it is still a reality that fidelity to one’s wife is a positive
statement in regard to the qualities required for elders and deacons. In
all three passages the majority of the qualifications are positive, and
“one woman man” is always found in between other positive require-
ments. Of the eighteen negative statements, all but two have the Greek
negative particle, and the two which do not (1 Tim 3:3 - not quarrel-
some and not covetous) have the Greek negative prefix attached to
them.- Of course, “one woman man” has no such indication from the
Greek language that would require a negative interpretation (e.g. not
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divorced). It is quite clear that Paul could easily have said “not di-
vorced,” if that is what he intended. But instead, he provided a positive
statement of expectation: a man should be faithful to his wife (‘“one
woman man”).

(4) The High Calling of the Phrase. The nature of the qualifi-

cations for elders and deacons establish standards of high moral excel-
lence. Being faithful to one’s own wife creates the type of high stan-.
dard Paul aimed at in providing these requirements. It would appear
that a significantly lower standard would exist if anyone who was not
remarried, not married to more than one spouse, or not divorced could

qualify. However, the pool of acceptable candidates would be signifi-

cantly reduced if “one woman man” refers to the need to be devoted
emotionally, physically, and mentally to one’s own wife. By under-
stahding the phrase in this manner, there would likely be many
- undivorced, once-married, and monogamous men who could not qualify

_because they would fail to be devoted to their wives as God intended. "’

Refutation. The strongest refutations that can be generated -

against this view are that it is too “obvious”'® and that it “squeezes
more out of the Greek than it will bear.”"” Aside from such terse
statements, there is little of substantive discussion that has been ren-
dered in regard to this viewpoint.

Evaluation of the Interpretations o

‘Based upon the preceding investigation, the reader can rightly
assume that I support the sixth interpretation. It has the strongest argu-
ments in its favor and has not received any significant refutations that
oppose'it. :

Whenever we approach a difficult text of Scripture, our goal is
to seek the most likely interpretation the original writer intended his
readers® to understand. The “obvious” sense (to use Hanson’s termi-
nology)* is normally to be employed, particularly when there is no
textual or theological reason for doing otherwise. Paul’s requirement
that elders and deacons be Jaithful to their Wive_s would certainly ap-
pear to be a straightforward interpretation of this phrase. This point
clearly reveals the inadequacy of the figurative interpretation offered
by the “marriage to the church” view. :
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Cultural practice can be helpful in leading to the understanding of
certain phrases in the Bible. This has been quite clear in our discussion
of widows in 1 Timothy 5. The incidence of polyandry and divorce in
the ancient world helped to shed light on the meaning of “one man
woman” in 1 Timothy 5:9. In turn, the wise hermeneutical rule of com-
paring similar phrases with one another in an author’s letter helped to
shed light on “one woman man” in 1 T imothy 3:2, 12. By following this
particular rule, the remarriage, divorce, and polygamous views were
deemed unlikely.

Even though there is little support for the “prohibition of un-
married elders/ deacons” view, the wise practice of studying other
passages in Paul’s writing related to singleness and eldership helped
lo steer us away from holding to such a literalistic interpretation.

I believe that these observations coupled with the Jour lines of
support offered above for the . “fidelity” view strongly demonstrate that
Paul’s requirement for elders and deacons is that they be faithful to .
their wives. ' - ' - ‘

Conclusion - :
The qualifications for church office given by Paul provide a high
standard for any who would seek to become an elder or deacon. I have

~sought to look into the interpretation of just one of these requirements

(“one woman man”). Although several interpretive suggestions have been
made through the centuries, it appears that the fidelity to one’s wife
view best answers the questions related to this phrase.

" Being faithful to one’s wife requires an elder or deacon to be
sexually faithful to his wife. Recalling the words of Christ in Matthew
5:27-30, we must understand that faithfulness to one’s spouse is not
merely physical but also mental and emotional. Paul calls upon hus-
bands to love and cherish their wives and to be wholeheartedly devoted
to them alone (Eph 5:25-33; Col 3:19). Thus, when seeking to ascertain
whether a potential elder or deacon meets this qualification, the follow-
ing questions would certainly be appropriate: Does this man show posi-
tive demonstrations of love and faithfulness to his wife? Does this man
protect and care for his wife? Does this man demonstrate that his wife is
important to him? Are there any indications of unconcern toward his
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wife, distraction from paying attention to her, or flirtatious behavior
toward other women?

This call to marital fidelity is a call to concentrate on a man’s
present relationship with his wife. Fitness for ministry is largely deter-
mined by this type of present assessment. However, the interpretation
offered here should not be seen as an advocacy of divorce or as an at-
tempt to argue for the acceptance of divorced men as elders or deacons.
Paul’s call for blamelessness in 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:6 certainly
includes some assessment of past behavior. This qualification may well

“disqualify divorced persons from serving as elders, but that is a discus-
sion for another article. o

What is affirmed here is that Paul’s reference to a “one woman
man” is not a prohibition of polygamy nor of unmarried, remarried, or
divorced men from becoming elders or deacons. It is a call to marital

fidelity, a call to elders and deacons to love their wives with passion, -

patience, and exclusiveness. Everyone who sees an elder or deacon with
his wife should have no question that this man is a “one woman man.”
May God give us men who fulfill this qualification with distinction.

'There are five different Greek words (episkopos, presbyteros,
didaskalos, poimen, and kerux) used in the NT to describe the office of
pastor in the local church. Many English words are used to translate
these terms (e.g. bishop, overseer, president, teacher, shepherd,
preacher, pastor, elder, administrator, etc.). I have chosen to use the

term “elder” as a designation for this office, but any number of these

“other terms could certainly be used.
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Motives influence us all. Whether they are negative, or positive in their
nature, we all respond to motives. The ultimate motive for every action
of the child of God ought be our great love for our matchless Savior. As
Paul stated in 2 Corinthians 5:14, “For the love of Christ constraineth
us; because we thus judge, that if one died for all, then were all dead.” In

typical Pauline fashion we are reminded of the great substitutionary sac-

rifice on Calvary and our response of appreciative love for the One who
died in our place. It is interesting to notice that the same passage, which
teaches us of the motive of love for the Savior, also touches on another
overwhelming motivation, the future judgment seat of Christ. Begin-
ning in verse 9 we read, “Wherefore.we labour, that, whether present or
absent, we may be accepted in him. For we must all appear before the
Judgment seat of Christ; that every one may receive the things done in
his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad.
Knowing therefore the terror of the Lord, we persuade men; but we are

made manifest unto God; and I trust also are made mamfest in your -

consciences.” (2 Counthlans 5:9-11)

This chapter begins with an amazing comparison. Itis a com-
parison of that-which I experience in this life, endeavoring to serve God
in this body; as compared to the experience I will some day enjoy in the
presence of God in a glorified body. Describing serving God in this
body, the Apostle called it a tabernacle (verse 1). Don’t get too excited
at the use of the word, “tabernacle.” It really means “tent house.” Not
very glamorous when you think about it!

’When I was a boy, my buddies and I all bought “pup” tents.
Do you know what a pup tent is? It is a small two-man tent, although
you would never catch me sharing it with another man! That would be
too close of fellowship for me! We used to strap our tents onto the handle-

bars of our bicycles and pedal out south of town to spend the night ina
farmer’s field near a small creek. It seemed that no matter how careful I -

was, I always managed to set my tent right over the root of a nearby tree.



