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Introduction 
If you will, join me in the book of 1 Timothy as we continue the sermon series “Sound 
Doctrine and Sound Living.” Although perhaps an unusual text for Mother’s Day, let’s 
consider 1 Timothy 5:3-16 and from its wisdom ready our hearts as I speak today 
about “Honoring Our Mothers”. 

READ 1 Timothy 5:3-16. PRAY. 

God’s timing is always perfect, and his Word is always relevant to our lives. Truly, as 
the sermon series was developed, I did not realize this text would fall on Mother’s Day. 
Providential, indeed. 

This section of Paul’s letter to Timothy directly follows the admonition to “exhort … 
older women as mothers” (1 Timothy 5:2). The church is to be faithful to honor 
mothers and support them in some very specific ways—which will include considering 
older women who are not our biological mothers as mothers who deserve our love, 
honor, and assistance. 

As a backdrop to this instruction from Paul, we cannot overlook two vitally important 
truths from the Old Testament. The first is found in the Ten Commandments—
commandment five, actually: “Honor your father and your mother …” (Exodus 20:12; 
Deuteronomy 5:16). Clearly, this truth is evident in Paul’s instruction here. But so also 
is the second truth—specifically, God’s own concern for widows and for their care. He 
is called “a defender of widows” (Psalm 68:5), and one who “defends the cause of the 
fatherless and the widow” (Deuteronomy 10:18; Proverbs 15:25). 

Of course, these truths are not limited to the Old Testament. Actually, our Lord Jesus 
himself demonstrated deep concern for widows throughout his ministry. He brought 
back to life the only son of the widow at Nain (Luke 7:11-12); he drew attention to 
and praised the meager but sacrificial offer (two copper coins!) of the poor widow at 
the temple treasury (Mark 12:41-42); and he taught us to be persistent in prayer by the 
example of the widow who badgered the unjust judge into action in her favor (Luke 
18:1ff.). And when, on the cross, it became clear that his own widowed mother Mary 
would need support, he entrusted her care to John (John 19:26-27). Jesus didn’t just 
talk about honoring our mothers, he demonstrated it! 
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And don’t forget the early church, in Acts 6, that appointed seven gifted men to 
manage the distribution of food to the widows in Jerusalem. 

“Pure and undefiled religion before God,” says James 1:27, “is this: to look after 
orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself unstained from the world.” 

So what does a section on supporting widows have to do with Mother’s Day? It is true 
that the status of a widow means that she has lost her husband to death. As such, she is 
to be considered and cared for in that new season of life. But who is to care for her, to 
support her? That is the balance of this text. Although she has lost her husband, if she 
has children or grandchildren, they are to look after her. But if she does not have 
anyone, and she is alone in her distress, the church is to look after her as we would our 
own mother. If we are truly to honor our mothers, then we will hear God’s Word 
instructing us as children and as church in how we ought to do that. 

Exposition 
In our text today, what’s rising to the surface is that the honor due to widows—their 
proper recognition, in fact—must go beyond personal respect and emotional support to 
actual financial provision.  1

What role does the church play in all this? What role does the widow’s family play? 
What role does the widow herself play? Each of these areas are provided in Paul’s 
instruction. 

First, let’s consider the role of the widow herself. 

So much of this section deals with widows themselves—their need, their opportunity, 
their responsibility, their qualifications, and their support. 

Verses 3 and 16 serve as bookends to this section, and they set forth the main point 
Paul is making: “support widows who are genuinely in need.” Paul continues to define 
what this means in verse 5: “truly in need and left all alone …” 

The true blessing and burden of the church is to help support (including financially) 
those who really need help. But often, some ask or expect help from the church even 
when they have other sources to provide these things—and this put strain on the 
church and hinders the help for those truly in need. 

So to discern which widows are in most need of help, Paul provides some criteria and 
qualifications. Let’s summarize these for the sake of time: 

1. Has no relatives to care for her — “left all alone” (verse 5). 

Stott, The Message of 1 Timothy & Titus [BST], 129.1
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2. Lives for God rather than herself — “put her hope in God and continues night 
and day in her petitions and prayers; however, she who is self-indulgent is dead 
even while she lives” (verses 5-6). Self-denial and dependence upon God 
reveals spiritual life; self-indulgence reveals spiritual death.  2

3. At least 60 years old (verse 9) — at the age where remarriage is unlikely; given 
the increase of life expectancy in our day, this might be higher. 

4. Faithful — “the wife of one husband” (verse 9) 
5. Known for good works and devoted to them — including raising “children,” 

showing “hospitality,” demonstrating Christlike service by “washing the feet of 
the saints,” and helping “the afflicted” (verse 10). 

Like the lists of qualifications for overseers and deacons in chapter 3, which is heavy 
on character and the personal demonstration of a life above reproach, so it is here with 
the list of qualified widows to receive support. 

Yet there is something more. Apparently, it seems, widows also had the opportunity to 
receive a “pledge of singleness”  for devoted service to Christ and the church. This 3

explains the trouble with enrolling younger widows for support in verses 11-12. 
Younger women have different opportunities, challenges, and desires that complicate 
this issue.  

Paul is concerned that they’d be “drawn away from Christ by desire” and “want to 
marry.” This in and of itself is not a sin, or a problem, since in verse 14 he actually 
advocates for the younger women to marry. The problem here is the pledge they’d take 
for singleness and service, which would be tested significantly. 

By renouncing “their original pledge” they would “receive condemnation” (verse 12). 
I take this to mean the same thing Jesus meant in Luke 9:62, “No one who puts his 
hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” In sadness, Paul 
already said in verse 15 that “some have already turned away to follow Satan.” They 
have fallen prey to the false teaching and teaching of demons that “forbid marriage” (1 
Timothy 4:1-3). 

So to “give the opportunity no opportunity to accuse us” (verse 14), younger widows 
are to deal with their desires properly: “to marry, have children, manage their 
households” as part of God’s good design (cf. 1 Timothy 2:15). 

On Mother’s Day it is worth the reminder that motherhood is good, honorable, 
relevant, necessary, and beautiful in God’s good design for women. So we honor 
motherhood. And when our mothers get old (esp. if widows), we honor them still. 

Ibid., 131.2

Köstenberger, 1-2 Timothy & Titus [BTCP], 169.3
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So now let’s consider the role of the widow’s family. 

Paul has some very specific and serious reminders for those who have widows in their 
families. Why should a widow’s family be responsible for her? Essentially, he puts 
forward four important motivations  that family members should keep in mind. 4

First, because it “pleases God” (verse 4). Certainly it does! How can we say we honor 
our mother if we abandon her in the most critical season of her distress? Paul says that 
children and even grandchildren are to “learn to practice godliness toward their own 
family” — to live out the confession of their faith in a very tangible, practical way: 
taking care of their mother in her distress. 

Second, because it is a chance to “repay their parents” (verse 4). This, too, is wrapped 
up in what it means to honor your mother. Think about it: raising you had a cost to it, 
didn’t it? Personal sacrifice of time, money, energy, sleep, comfort, and more our 
mothers gave to us for years and years. Is it not right, even godly, to repay our mothers 
for all that they have done for us? Paul says YES. Even this specific, financial 
obligation “pleases God.”  

Third, because it is a way to express Christian faith rather than deny it. Verse 8 is some 
strong language! Not taking care of our own family, especially mothers in distress, is 
actually to deny the faith—the very grounds for selflessness, service, sacrifice, love. 
It’s “worse than an unbeliever” because the unbeliever has not known and committed 
herself to these things—and yet, many unbelievers by nature actually take care of their 
families better than some “believers” do. Even the Roman law made provision for 
widows! Honoring our mothers, taking care of them as widows, is evidence of true 
Christianity—the “pure and undefiled religion” of which James spoke. 

Fourth, because it relieves the church of unnecessary burden. That’s the heart of verse 
16, “let the church not be burdened, so that it can help widows in genuine need.” 
Widows who have no one, who have no help from family. When families take care of 
their own responsibility to their mothers, as widows, it allows two things to happen: 
(1) the church can meet the financial needs of widows who have the gravest need, and 
(2) the church can come alongside families to provide emotional support and proper 
recognition of their mothers during their season of distress. 

Lastly, and briefly, let’s consider the role of the church. 

As has been mentioned already, from verse 3 down to verse 16, the joy and duty of the 
church is helping widows in genuine need—supporting those with no other support.  5

Stott, 131.4

Köstenberger, 165.5
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As the people of God, the body of Christ, the temple of the Holy Spirit, we have the 
high calling of honoring “older women as mothers” (1 Timothy 5:2), taking care of 
them in their distress, and doing what we can to support them and meet their needs. 
This is good and godly, and all of us must be committed to this task.  

Paul told Timothy that this assignment is for the church, not just for him or the elders 
or the deacons—but for us all. Verse 7 says, “Command this also, so that they will be 
above reproach.” There is so much work to be done caring for our widows, honoring 
them as mothers—let’s ALL open up our hearts to this, and strengthen our hands for 
this specific gospel work. 

And the church has one more important role to play. The church is to recognize the 
opportunity that widows have to serve unhindered. The season of life some experience 
in widowhood is often difficult and sad and paralyzing. But it need not be! The church 
must find ways to utilize widows in the service and ministry of the church—prayer, 
visitation, fellowship, and more. Do we really want to honor widows as mothers in the 
church? Then let’s demonstrate that we love them, we need them, they are not on the 
shelf with no purpose! And we need widows to pledge themselves afresh and anew to 
Christ and to his work. In both ways, the church will flourish as we care for one 
another. 

Conclusion 
How are we doing in this practical way of honoring our mothers? Perhaps this 
Mother’s Day, we should renew our commitment to Christ by strengthening our 
support for the mothers in our church—especially those in distress, now in this season 
of widowhood. 

As families, who have widows among you, are you caring for them? Do they have 
your honor, your emotional and physical support, and financial means to help them? 
Hear God’s Word today as a reminder to fulfill these things as those who love the 
gospel. 

As a church, who has many widows among us, are we caring for them? Do we see 
these—our older women as mothers—and do they have our emotional support, 
physical presence, and even (if needed) our financial help along the way? Hear God’s 
Word today as a reminder to fulfill our joyful duty as the family of God to care for 
widows in distress, and to honor our mothers in order to please God. 

PRAYER and INVITATION 
Closing Prayer—Dylan Goolsby 
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