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In order to understand 1 Timothy chapter 3 it is best to start with the last verses of the chapter, for in 

these verses Paul tells Timothy the reasons for his instruction in 1 Timothy 3:1 and following:  

 

3:14 I am writing these things to you, hoping to come to you before long; 

3:15 but in case I am delayed, I write so that you will know how one ought to conduct himself 

in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and support of the 

truth. 

 

Verses 14 and 15 tell Timothy why Paul is writing; that is, he is telling Timothy why he has instructed him 

about elders and deacons; it is so that he would know how to conduct himself in the household of God, 

and through his guidance the church will be what it is supposed to be.  

 

Fee comments that the word “church” (“the church of the living God”), as in 3:5, has no definite article 

before it, suggesting that Paul was thinking primarily of a particular local community (87).The household 

of God is a metaphor that draws an analogy between the church and the human family. In Galatians 

6:10 and Ephesians 2:19, Paul speaks of Christians forming a family with one another in the faith. The 

church is a spiritual household that is described as the church of the living God and a pillar and support 

of the truth. 

 

The truth is the full revelation of God in Christ or orthodox doctrine. In a very real sense, the church is 

supported by the truth; however, here Paul is speaking of the church’s mission. The word “support” was 

used of a buttress that kept a wall from collapsing. The church has the responsibility and function of 

supporting, or bolstering up, or safeguarding the true teaching of the gospel (Fee). It must hold the truth 

steady in the midst of the storms of heresy and unbelief (Stott, 105).  

 

But more than this, the word for “pillar” is the word, stulos (stu/loj), which is a pillar or column, similar 

to the ones the Ephesians had in their city in the Temple of Diana. The Temple of Diana, one of the 

seven wonders of the ancient world, had massive 60 foot columns that supported a shiny marble roof 

that glimmered in the sun. It made the presence of the temple known from miles around.  Not only is 

the church to support the truth, it is to hold it high so that it is not hidden from the world.  

 

3:16 By common confession, great is the mystery of godliness:  

He who was revealed in the flesh,  

Was vindicated in the Spirit,  

 

Seen by angels,  

Proclaimed among the nations,  

 

Believed on in the world,  

Taken up in glory. 
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A great mystery is something that was hidden or unrevealed in the past but has now been made known. 

The content of the great mystery is recorded in the form of a Christian hymn. In Greek, there is a careful 

parallelism, and deliberate rhyme of six verbs. Unfortunately, there are many views on what this hymn 

actually means; what was clear to the early Christians is not very clear to us.  

 

“The majority of current commentators favor division of our hymnic quotation into three couplets [see 

above format). J. N. D. Kelly puts this interpretation in its simplest form. He notes three couplets with 

the antitheses flesh/spirit, angels/Gentiles, and world/glory” (Gundry, “The Form, Meaning and 

Background of the Hymn Quoted in 1 Timothy 3:16; Apostolic History and the Gospel: Biblical and 

Historical Essays Presented to F.F. Bruce, 207).  

He who was revealed in the flesh,  

Was vindicated in the Spirit,  

 

The hymn begins by stressing the incarnation; Jesus appeared on the earth as a real human being. The 

word "reveal" means “make visible” not “to bring into existence.” Jesus existed before the incarnation 

but He took on visible human form. 

 

In the second strophe, if the word “spirit” is strictly parallel to the word flesh, this is not the Holy Spirit, 

but the Spirit of God in Christ (in contrast to the flesh, or “human side”, of Christ). In other words, the 

hymn is saying that Jesus was both God and man.1  “The clause will then affirm that, while the Savior 

appeared on earth as true man, he was vindicated, i.e. declared righteous and shown to be in fact [the] 

Son of God” (Kelly, 90). In other words, He was declared to be righteous with respect to His spiritual 

nature; the person living within that physical body was perfectly righteous. 

 

If the “Spirit” is the Holy Spirit, then this would be saying that He vindicated Christ when He raised Him 

from the dead. Grammatically, the first view is easier since it takes the prepositions in the same sense 

(the view that this is the Holy Spirit takes the word "in" in the second strophe in an instrumental sense). 

 

Seen by angels,  

Proclaimed among the nations,  

 

The next antithesis is between angels and the nations (Gentiles NAS). This is probably stating the 

testimony of both “worlds” about Christ; Jesus, who was seen by angels, was also proclaimed among the 

nations. Whether the testimony of angels is a general statement or is intended to be their testimony of 

specific things like the announcement of His birth (Lk. 2:13-14) and witness of His resurrection (Matt. 

28:2 ff.) is hard to tell.  

 

Believed on in the world,  

Taken up in glory. 
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The third couplet speaks of Christ’s reception. “Believed in the world” affirms the world-wide preaching 

of the gospel of Christ, while “taken up into glory” refers to Christ’s ascension and subsequent return to 

the glory He once had before the incarnation.  

 

If this is the reason why Paul is writing to Timothy, we discover the need of elders; they are the ones 

who are to rule the church, combat heresy, and make sure that the name of Christ is lifted up.  

 

3:1 It is a trustworthy statement: if any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a fine work 

he desires to do. 

3:2 An overseer, then, must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, temperate, prudent, 

respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 

3:3 not addicted to wine or pugnacious, but gentle, peaceable, free from the love of money. 

3:4 He must be one who manages his own household well, keeping his children under control 

with all dignity 

3:5 (but if a man does not know how to manage his own household, how will he take care of 

the church of God?), 

3:6 and not a new convert, so that he will not become conceited and fall into the 

condemnation incurred by the devil. 

3:7 And he must have a good reputation with those outside the church, so that he will not fall 

into reproach and the snare of the devil. 

 

I Timothy 3:1-7, Titus 1:6-9, and I Peter 5:1-4 list the qualifications of an elder. According to the New 

Testament, elders are responsible for the primary leadership and oversight of a church. An elder is also 

called a "pastor" and “overseer” (bishop).  

 

For example: 

 Elders are to do the "pastoral" duties of overseeing and shepherding (Acts 20:28). 

 Elders are exhorted to shepherd in 1 Peter 5:1-2. 

 Pastors are to feed the flock through teaching (Eph. 4:11), which is a primary role of elders (Titus 

1:9). 

 Paul refers to the elders at Ephesus as "overseers" (Acts 20:17-35), and "overseer" in Titus 1:7 is 

speaking of the same person called an "elder" in Titus 1:5. 

The difference in the terms is not reflective of different people in different offices, but speaks of 

different functional aspects of the same people. “Overseer” stresses governing or the oversight of the 

church. “Elder” is indicative of someone who is mature. It was used of the heads of the tribes of Israel 

who had village rule. In the church it is one who has spiritual maturity. Pastor means shepherd and 

stresses the feeding (through the Word), care, and concern for the people. Those who are elders are 

responsible for all these functions.   

 

An elder should desire to serve in this capacity, not simply be appointed or feel obligated to do so. 

Furthermore, elders are to have the character traits of a mature believer.  
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1. “above reproach” and “not a new convert” (I Tim. 3:2, 6; Titus 1:6) 

 

Spiritual experience: An elder should have known the Lord for a considerable length of time and be free 

from any specific charges of violating the Word of God. 

 

2. “a good reputation with those outside the church” (I Tim. 1:7) 

 

Secular reputation: An elder should also be free from any actions or conduct that would cause 

unbelievers to question his sincerity to Christ. He should be a good testimony before others. An elder’s 

life and words should clearly identify him as a Christian.  

 

3. “the husband of one wife” (I Tim. 3:1; Titus 1:6) 

 

Marital Fidelity: An elder should be devoted solely to his wife. The emphasis is on “one” wife. 

 

4. “one who manages his own household well, keeping his children under control with all dignity”  and 

“having faithful children not accused of dissipation or insubordination” (I Tim. 3:4; Titus 1:6) 

 

Family Stability: An elder should be in control of his children and be able to deal with their problems in 

love, using discipline and instruction. Since the church is also called a household (1 Tim. 3:15) it makes 

sense that household leadership has been proven in their own homes.  

 

The elder takes the role of the father in the household in relation to the household of God.  Some 

interesting verses on this subject are as follows: 

 

1 Corinthians 4:15-17  

“For if you were to have countless tutors in Christ, yet you would not have many fathers, for in Christ 

Jesus I became your father through the gospel.  Therefore I exhort you, be imitators of me.  For this 

reason I have sent to you Timothy, who is my beloved and faithful child in the Lord, and he will remind 

you of my ways which are in Christ, just as I teach everywhere in every church.” 

 

According to 1 Corinthians Chapter 1, the church in Corinth had been influenced and matured in their 

faith through the influence of Apollos and Peter. However, although they were like tutors to them, they 

only had one father and that father was Paul.  

 

In that culture, 99% of the sons followed in the trade of their fathers. They imitated them. Paul is telling 

the church of Corinth to remember that. He was their spiritual father and as such they needed to follow 

in his steps. For that reason, Paul was sending Timothy to remind them of his ways.  

 

The same pattern is seen in Philippians:   
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Philippians 2:19-22 “But I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you shortly, so that I also may be 

encouraged when I learn of your condition. . . .22 he served with me in the furtherance of the gospel like 

a child serving his father.” 

 

Genetically, Timothy was not Paul’s son, but he was declared to be a faithful child since he served Paul 

as a child would serve his father. In other words, Timothy had learned Paul’s “trade” from him; Paul had 

taught him the skills of ministering. 

 

Lastly, Paul sees himself as a father to the church in Thessalonica: 

 

1 Thessalonians 2:10-12 “You are witnesses, and so is God, how devoutly and uprightly and blamelessly 

we behaved toward you believers; just as you know how we were exhorting and encouraging and 

imploring each one of you as a father would his own children, so that you would walk in a manner 

worthy of the God who calls you into His own kingdom and glory.” 

 

In these verses, the family nature of the church comes out and the leaders of the church are seen as 

fathers in relation to the care, concern, and oversight of their spiritual family.  

 

5. “free from the love of money” and “not fond of sordid gain” (Titus 1:7; I Tim. 3:3; I Pet. 5:2) 

 

Financial Integrity: An elder should not be motivated by greed or financial ambition in serving Christ, 

nor obtain money by shameful means. 

 

6. “holding fast the faithful word” (Titus 1:9) 

 

Biblical convictions: An elder should be strong in his dependence upon the Word of God, recognizing its 

absolute authority.  He should also be able to recognize false teaching and be willing to confront those 

who oppose it. This is needed to fight false doctrine and place the supremacy on Christ as the Scripture 

does. Such devotion was to be seen in the life of the kings of Israel.  Deuteronomy 17:18 – 20 says, “Now 

it shall come about when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, he shall write for himself a copy of this 

law on a scroll in the presence of the Levitical priests.  It shall be with him and he shall read it all the 

days of his life, that he may learn to fear the LORD his God, by carefully observing all the words of this 

law and these statutes, that his heart may not be lifted up above his countrymen and that he may not 

turn aside from the commandment, to the right or the left, so that he and his sons may continue long in 

his kingdom in the midst of Israel.” The king was to transcribe, by hand, a personal copy of the law and 

he was to read it his entire life to learn what God desires of him and that his heart might not become 

proud.  

 

7. “not addicted to wine” (Titus 1:7; I Tim. 3:3),  “holy” (Titus 1:8), and “self-controlled” (Titus 1:8) 

 

Personal habits: An elder should exercise self-control and not be a heavy drinker.  
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8. “sober” (I Tim. 3:2), “sensible,”  (Titus 1:8; I Tim. 3:2) and “respectable” (I Tim. 3:2) 

 

Emotional maturity: An elder should be emotionally mature and serious about spiritual matters. He 

should be calm in his judgments and able to think objectively. 

 

9. “hospitable,” (Titus 1:6) “not violent,” (Titus 1:7) “gentle,” (I Tim. 3:3)  “uncontentious,” (I Tim. 3:3) 

“not self-willed,” (Titus 1:7) “just”  

 

Inter-personal relationships: An elder should be able to respond to people warmly, without being 

threatened or critical. He should not be quick-tempered. He should be patient and kind to people and 

not obstinate in his opinion, refusing to listen to others.  

 

10. “able to teach,” (Titus 1:7; I Tim. 3:2) An elder also must be able to teach.  

 

Doctrinal maturity: Paul’s reason for writing about elders was so that there would be people who would 

guide the church in sound doctrine and set the glory of Christ before the world. This requires ability to 

teach others truth, and to know what is important to emphasize. 

 

11. “loving what is good” (Titus 1:8) 

 

Spiritual Dedication: An elder should be devoted to what is godly and good. 

 

3:8  Deacons likewise must be men of dignity, not double-tongued, or addicted to much wine 

or fond of sordid gain, 

3:9  but holding to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. 

3:10 These men must also first be tested; then let them serve as deacons if they are beyond 

reproach. 

 

The Greek word for deacon is diakonos  (dia,konoj). Its basic meaning is “servant”, and is often used of 

literal servants (Jn. 2:5, 9; Matt. 21:13a); however, it is also used of servants of God (Ro. 15:8a; 16:1; 1 

Cor. 3:5a; 6:4a; Eph. 6:21; Col. 1:7). In the latter passages, the word is used of believers who serve 

others. Perman says that this ministry is especially relative “to providing practical help with respect to 

the basic necessities of life (Matthew 4:11; 8:15; 27:55; Luke 10:40; Romans 15:25). The basic task of 

deacons, then, seems to be helping those in need of food, water, and clothing, as well as ministering 

through hospitality and welcoming” (Perman; desiringgod.org).  

 

In three places Paul uses the word diakonos  (dia,konoj) as a title for an office (Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:8, 12) 

as he does with the word “elder”. Thus, “deacon” is both a work (a service) and an office (it has 

requirements). Deacons function in the church under the elders, not as part of a check and balance 

system as some perceive it. 

 

The qualifications of deacons in this chapter are listed: 

http://www.desiringgod.org/authors/matt-perman
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1. Dignity:  A deacon should be “worthy of respect.”  

 

Good reputation:  Deacons should be known and well-spoken of because of their good character and 

abilities. They should have wisdom and good judgment. 

 

2. not double-tongued:  although the meaning of “double-tongued” is debated, it means that the 

deacon should be free from manipulative, deceitful, or insincere speech.  Positively, deacons should be 

men of sincerity, truthfulness, and integrity of speech. 

 

3. not addicted to much wine:  Paul is not prohibiting drinking wine; he is prohibiting abusive or 

addictive drinking. 

 

4. not fond of sordid gain:  A deacon should not be driven by money - materialistic, greedy, or a thief. 

 

5. holding to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience:  The mystery of the faith refers to the 

truths of Christian doctrine that were once hidden and have now been revealed. A deacon should 

understand and believe the truths of the gospel and Christian living. 

 

Doctrinally sound:  A deacon is to have an inner awareness of the moral quality of his actions. “The 

great truths of the faith are not to be held as theological abstractions, but are to be properly employed 

in daily life. To hold the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience is so to live in the light of Christian 

truth that the enlightened conscience will have no cause to condemn. A pure conscience indicates a 

pure faith” (Kent quoted by Strauch, The New Testament Deacon: The Church's Minister of Mercy).  

 

If these men are beyond reproach in these ways, (3:10) they may serve. 

 

3:11 Women must likewise be dignified, not malicious gossips, but temperate, faithful in all 

things. 

 

In 3:11, Paul begins by saying “women likewise.”   Is Paul speaking of women deacons or of the deacon’s 

wives?   

 

VIEW 1: THE WOMEN ARE DEACONS  

 

 The Greek word for deacon can be masculine or feminine. So the word does not settle the issue.  

 It would be odd for Paul to interject something about women in general in a passage about 

these special groups. It is much easier to assume that he is addressing women “deaconesses.”   

 It would also be strange that deacons’ wives would be mentioned when the wives of the elders 

were not. 
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 If deacons’ wives were being spoken about, one would expect a possessive pronoun in Greek 

(THEIR wives) which is not present. 

 The word “likewise” suggests that a new category of official servants is being introduced. 

 In Romans, Phoebe is probably called a deacon (not “a servant,” as the word can also be 

translated). "I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deaconess of the church at Cenchreae, that 

you may receive her in the Lord as befits the saints, and help her in whatever she may require 

from you, for she has been a helper of many and of myself as well." 

 

VIEW 2: THE WOMEN ARE THE DEACONS’ WIVES 

 

 Because the women are sandwiched between comments about deacons, it is intended to be 

part of the deacon’s qualifications: their wives also need to be spiritually mature. 

  Not much is said if a third category of recognized servants is in view. 

 The qualities that are mentioned seem to support the idea that they are helpers.  

 

Although these are valid points (especially the first one) and give one pause to think, the view 

supporting the idea of women deacons seems to be stronger.  

 

These women also have requirements to serve.  

 

1. dignified:  Women, like deacons, are to be dignified (see above). 

 

2. not malicious gossips:  “The Greek word for ‘malicious gossips’ is the word “devil” (in the singular). 

Here it is used as an adjective and thus means “slanderous” or ‘malicious talkers’” (Strauch, ibid). 

 

3. temperate:  “. . . the Greek word for “temperate” (nephalios). Nephalios can mean sobriety when 

related to the use of wine. Here it is used to mean the mental and emotional sobriety of a person’s 

overall character, speech, and conduct, which of course would include sobriety related to alcohol. It 

denotes self-control, balanced judgment, and freedom from debilitating excesses. Negatively, nephalios 

indicates an absence of any personal disorder that would distort a person’s judgment or conduct. 

Positively, the word describes a person who is stable, circumspect, self-restrained, and clearheaded” 

(Strauch, ibid). 

 

4. faithful in all things:  To be faithful is to be trustworthy, reliable, or dependable. “We might expect 

Paul to say that these women must be faithful to God or to their families. Instead, he writes, “...faithful 

in all things.” That means they are to be faithful in every relationship and sphere of life: in their 

commitment to Christ and His Word, in their duties to their families, in their witness to neighbors, and in 

their responsibilities to the family of God. Every aspect of their life is to be marked by faithfulness” 

(Strauch, ibid). 

 

Paul then returns to his comments about men as deacons. 
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3:12 Deacons must be husbands of only one wife, and good managers of their children and 

their own households. 

 

Two further qualifications for deacons are added that match those of the elders: 

 

6. husbands of only one wife: see above 

 

7. good managers of their children and their own households: see above. 

 

3:13 For those who have served well as deacons obtain for themselves a high standing and 

great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus. 

 

If the deacons serve well, they will gain a high standing among the people of God even though their title 

“deacon” (i.e. “servant”) is a humble one. In other words, Paul encourages them as he did the elders 

that they have a “worthwhile job.” But more than that, they will gain assurance in their faith.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTES: 

 

1. Meaning of “revealed in the flesh”  

 

Gundry notes, “Further support [for this being a reference to Jesus’ humanity] comes from the use of 

fanero,w  (“revealed”) elsewhere for the incarnate ministry of Jesus (Jn. 1:31; Heb. 9:26; 1 Pet. 1:20; 1 Jn. 

1:2; 3:5, 8)and from the use of sa,rx (flesh) elsewhere for the humanity of Jesus (Jn. 1:14; 6:51 ff.; Rom. 

8:3; 10:5; Eph. 2:14; Col. 1:22; Heb. 5:7; 10:20; 1 Pet. 3:18; 4:1; 1 Jn. 4:2; 2 Jn. 7; cf. Lk. 24:39), not to 

delineate the very common uses of “flesh” for humanity in general and for human life on this earth.  In 

view of several considerations, “manifested in flesh” probably refers to the entire earthly career of Jesus 

right up to the ascension, not to his birth alone: (1) the use of sa,rx (flesh) for human lifetime (Gal. 2:20; 

Phil. 1:22, 24; and specially Heb. 5:7, “in the days of his flesh”); (2) the generality of the verb 

‘manifested’, as opposed to a more specific verb (say, ‘born’); and (3) the synthetic relationship to ‘taken 

up in glory’ (line 6).” 

 

 

 


