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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.” This morning I’d like to preach about “Honoring Those 
in Authority” from 1 Timothy 5:17–6:2. 

Our time in God’s Word is brief, but we have much ground to cover this morning. Let 
me tie together the previous section on widows with what we are considering today. 
Chapter 5, in general, deals with the church’s social responsibilities—that is, how we 
as brothers and sisters in Christ are to view one another in love and honor one another 
where honor is due. 

The key word uniting all of these together is the word “honor.” Showing honor to each 
other is a real application of biblical Christianity. 1 Peter 2:17, “Honor everyone. Love 
the brothers and sisters. Fear God. Honor the emperor.” Paul agrees in Romans 12:10, 
“Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor.” 

So the previous section showed that we honor widows by supporting them and 
utilizing them in the work of the ministry. Now in what follows, the Apostle Paul 
instructs Timothy (and also the church in Ephesus) about proper honor for elders—e.g., 
overseers/pastors—and about how Christian slaves should honor their masters. 

Let’s READ 1 Timothy 5:17–6:2. PRAY. 

Exposition 
You may recall in Acts 20, when Paul was leaving Ephesus, he summoned the elders 
of the church to wish them farewell and to offer some parting counsel. He told them in 
Acts 20:28, “Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock of which the Holy Spirit 
has appointed you as overseers, to shepherd the church of God, which he purchased 
with his own blood.” 

These men were appointed by the Holy Spirit to guard and oversee and shepherd (or 
pastor) the church in Ephesus. As I’ve mentioned before, the terms for their status and 
roles are interchangeable: elder, overseer, pastor. It is important to recognize in 1 
Timothy 5:17 (as in Acts 20) the plurality signified: he identifies “the elders.” While 
all elders must be “able to teach,” not all will primarily preach and teach. While all 
elders are responsible for overseeing, not all will primarily administrate. And while all 
elders are to shepherd the flock, not all will primarily counsel others, etc. 
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Timothy’s assignment was to manage the elders already in place; Titus’s assignment 
was somewhat different, as he was “to appoint elders in every town” (Titus 1:5). 
And that’s why Paul provides both Timothy and Titus with reminders about the 
qualifications for those who are entrusted with such responsibility in the church. 

The read we get from 1 Timothy 5:17-25 is that some of the elders were squirrelly and 
some were solid. It seems that some of the leaders were squirrelly because Paul offers 
instruction on accusations against elders in verse 19 and mentions the subject of 
certain people’s sins in verses 22-25. But it also seems that some of the leaders were 
solid, since Paul wants to make sure proper recognition is given to those who serve 
well. Good or bad, the church needs to know how to honor her leaders properly. 

Honoring the Elders 
How should the church honor her leaders, the elders whom the Holy Spirit has 
appointed to oversee, shepherd, and direct the church? Perhaps it would help to see 
five ways in Paul’s instruction:  1

With Appreciation (5:17-18) 
The work of overseer/elder/pastor is “noble work” (3:1), indeed. Ultimately, elders 
serve the Chief Shepherd and seek to please him by leading well. But elders serve the 
Chief Shepherd by guarding the sheep entrusted to them in local congregations. There 
will come a time when Jesus rewards his pastors with a special “crown of glory” for 
their service in feeding the flock (1 Peter 5:1-4). But here, Paul is saying it is 
appropriate for the church itself to honor her leaders, especially those who preach and 
teach. 

That kind of appreciation, or “double honor,” means two things. The first is obvious 
when it comes to appreciation, and that is honoring elders with respect. Those who 
lead well, or rule effectively, or overseer efficiently, are “to be considered worthy … of 
honor.” Respect for elders is an affirmation of the church’s trust in the Lord and 
submission to His authority, which He has entrusted to those who shepherd the church. 

The second aspect of appreciation is remuneration: financial support for their work. 
Verse 18 makes this explicit by quoting Deuteronomy 25:4, “Do not muzzle an ox 
while it is treading out the grain.” Not really a flattering comparison for pastors, being 
likened to an ol’ ox! But the idea holds. Paul also alludes to what Jesus said in Luke 
10:7, “The worker is worthy of his wages.” 

An overseer, by qualification, must not be greedy (3:3), using the ministry to line his 
own pockets and squeeze the church for personal financial gain. That would actually 
be a disqualifying characteristic. Yet, Paul said in 1 Corinthians 9:14, 

See Stott, The Message of 1 Timothy & Titus [BST], 136-142.1
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“In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should 
earn their living by the gospel.” Honoring elders with appreciation means giving them 
their due in respect and remuneration. 

With Fairness (5:19-20) 
Pastors are always fair game for slander and insults and gossip, it seems. Elders can 
never please everyone and there is never going to be 100% agreement on anything 
with everybody. But accusations take on a different, weightier interest. In these two 
verses, Paul lays out some “grievance procedures” for holding elders accountable in 
the right, honorable way. 

Perhaps an accusation toward an elder is warranted. If so, following the wisdom of 
Deuteronomy 19:15, two or three witnesses are required to substantiate the claim. 
That is to say, several people must validate the accusation before it is even entertained 
or accepted. Otherwise, the issue might just be a personal grievance against a pastor, 
and a smear campaign is underway. 

There will always be enemies of the gospel that want to torpedo a pastor (for whatever 
reason) and malign his ministry by slinging accusations. This is dangerous stuff for the 
church, and it must not be tolerated. But if the accusation has merit, the church is to 
“publicly rebuke those who sin, so that the rest will be afraid.” Fairness toward elders 
means knowing the truth, dealing with sin, and holding them accountable when found 
guilty—so that the other elders will guard themselves in holy fear from falling into sin. 

With Impartiality (5:21) 
Accusing an elder is serious stuff, as is rebuking them publicly for sin. So Paul, in the 
strongest of terms, exhorts Timothy and the church at Ephesus to be impartial, “doing 
nothing out of favoritism.” Favoritism is a real temptation, because there will always 
be some in leadership that carry significant influence, have lots of money, or have 
generational ties to the church. The tendency would be to give folks like this a pass, 
turn a blind eye, sweep stuff under the carpet. But the church must NOT do so—that is 
the essence of favoritism! 

Paul appeals to his own authority as an apostle, saying “I solemnly charge you” and 
then appeals to the authority of heaven as well: “before God” (who doesn’t show 
favoritism) “and Christ Jesus” (who is the Judge of the living and the dead), “and the 
elect angels” (those that did not fall in rebellion, remaining holy). He calls for acting 
“without prejudice” and avoiding favoritism. Fairness and impartiality, especially 
toward the elders, is essential to our gospel witness and obedience to the truth. 
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With Caution (5:22-23) 
One of the best ways to avoid dealing with these kinds of issues with elders is making 
sure the vetting process is sound and not abrupt. It could be that what Paul has heard 
going on in the church is the result of the church in Ephesus hastily appointing elders 
(maybe because of favoritism?). 

Verse 22 warns us not to appoint elders too quickly. Time is needed to watch their 
lives and observe their character. The qualifications listed in chapter 3 must be 
recognized in one’s life before raising him up to serve as an overseer/elder/pastor. If 
we do jump the gun, we might very well “share in the sins of others”—which could’ve 
been avoided if proper caution had been taken in the vetting process. 

“Keep yourself pure,” Paul says. Don’t implicate yourself by approving an elder who 
is not qualified or properly considered. No one wants to have to rebuke an elder 
publicly, so the best way to avoid such action is to make sure (humanly speaking) to 
ordain elders that won’t self-destruct or cause issues later. 

Quick comment on verse 23, which seems so out of place in all this. Apparently 
Timothy had a delicate constitution (kind of like Kyle!), or tummy troubles. Paul’s 
fatherly concern for Timothy shines forth here. Maybe Timothy isn’t taking care of 
himself physically, maybe he’s stressed out, whatever. The body keeps the score, that’s 
for certain! But Paul didn’t want anything to interfere with Timothy fulfilling his 
important calling, so he essentially says, “take care of yourself.” 

With Discernment (5:24-25) 
Lastly, honoring elders requires discernment. Again, to further emphasize caution in 
appointing elders, the church should realize that people are often different from what 
they appear to be at first sight. Truth is, the good and the bad may take time to surface. 

Verse 24, some “sins are obvious” but some sins “surface later.” Likewise, verse 24, 
“good works are obvious” but maybe even others take time to be seen, because they 
“cannot be hidden.” 

This is the principle of the iceberg: nine-tenths of a person is hidden from view. Time 
is needed to assess character and competency. Truth is, “Attractive personalities often 
have hidden weaknesses, whereas [unassuming] people often have hidden strengths.” 
We must learn to discern between the seen and the unseen, appearance and reality.  2

To sum up honoring the elders, let’s do so with appreciation, with fairness and 
impartiality, with caution and discernment. Let’s avoid favoritism and accusation, but 
let’s pursue truth, righteousness, and good works that bring peace and joy. 

Ibid., 141.2
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Honoring Masters (6:1-2) 
It has been estimated that there were more than 50 million slaves in the Roman 
Empire, including a third of Rome’s inhabitants  and a large number of the inhabitants 3

of Ephesus.  4

Time does not permit us to dig deeper into the socio-economic background of early 
Christianity. Nor does it allow us to answer the question of why neither Jesus nor the 
apostles sought to destroy the institution of slavery. Although I will say that in 1:10, 
Paul lists “slave traders” as “ungodly and sinful” and “contrary to sound teaching.”  
Allow let me to simply point out a couple salient observations from 6:1-2. 

Paul’s emphasis is that Christian slaves honor their masters, whether unbelieving 
masters or believing masters. Verse 1 seems to be directed to unbelieving masters and 
verse 2 to believing masters. Paul tells them that even unbelieving masters are to be 
regarded “as worthy of all respect” or honor. There is a missionary mindset behind 
this: “so that God’s name and his teaching will not be blasphemed.” By living out the 
gospel in their situation in life, slaves would honor God first and uphold his teaching—
perhaps leading the masters to have faith in God themselves. 

Believing masters are to be honored as “brothers” and served “even better” because of 
the gospel. Slaves must not disrespect their believing masters simply because they are 
both Christians. Instead, love for one another should drive a Christian slave to serve a 
Christian master even better. 

Conclusion 
Again, there is much more that could be said, and more to consider when it comes to 
understanding slavery in light of the gospel. For us, even though the slave-master 
dynamic no longer exists, we do have something comparable: employer-employee 
dynamic. And Paul’s principles apply here as well: if you have an unbelieving boss, 
show him or her to be worthy of respect, and display in your life the gospel so that 
God’s name and teaching are not blasphemed. If you have a Christian boss, don’t take 
advantage of that relationship and slough off, but serve them even better because of the 
gospel (and because you love them in Christ). Lots to consider here in all of our lives. 

All in all, give honor where honor is due. Outdo one another in showing honor. And for 
those the Lord has placed in authority in our spiritual lives (the elders) and in our 
physical lives (masters/employers), let’s make sure we consider them “worthy of all 
respect” and so magnify the grace of God. 

PRAYER and INVITATION

Ibid.,143.3

Köstenberger, 1-2 Timothy & Titus [BTCP], 178.4
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