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5:1 Do not sharply rebuke an older man, but rather appeal to him as a father, to the younger 

men as brothers, 

5:2 the older women as mothers, and the younger women as sisters, in all purity. 

 

The church is a household (1 Tim. 3:14-15), and functions as a household in many ways. There is family, 

love, and care for each other in the church just as there is in one’s immediate family. Paul said in 1 

Thessalonians 2:7, “we proved to be gentle among you, as a nursing mother tenderly cares for her own 

children.” Furthermore, just as men are to lead their own households, so men are to be the leaders in 

the church (see the analogy in 1 Tim. 3:4-5).  In 5:1-2, another family characteristic is mentioned: older 

men and women were to be respected as one respects his or her own parents. 

 

Timothy was given the responsibility to lead people who were older and of a different gender than he 

was; In this passage, Paul instructs him how to relate to these different groups of people. He was to lead 

by example (1 Tim. 4:12-13), but he was to relate to them appropriately according to their social 

standing as well. Older men should be treated as fathers, older women as mothers, and younger men 

like younger brothers.  He was to love younger women as sisters with sensible restraint and absolute 

purity. 

 

WIDOWS 

 

1 Timothy 5:3-6:2 is a new section in the book. In it Paul addresses three particular groups within the 

church: widows, elders, and slaves. "In each case Paul writes something about their service, since all 

three groups are called to diakona (ministry) of some kind, and in the first two cases he adds 

instructions about their support. Moreover, these two concerns belong naturally together, service being 

what we give and support what we receive. The interplay between them is healthy, for the Christian 

community (like every family) is the fellowship of 'giving and receiving'" (Scott, 127). 

 

5:3 Honor widows who are widows indeed; 

5:4 but if any widow has children or grandchildren, they must first learn to practice piety in 

regard to their own family and to make some return to their parents; for this is acceptable in 

the sight of God. 

In many cultures a married woman is defined by her relationship to her husband. This was certainly true 

in the times the Bible was written. If a woman’s husband were to die, she would not only lose her 

spouse, but she would lose her social significance as well. However, unlike the pagan culture, the Bible 

teaches that widows are to be honored and cared for:   

 In Psalm 68:5 God is called the Father of the fatherless and a defender of widows.  

 In Exodus 22:22-24 God says, "You shall not afflict any widow or orphan.  If you afflict him at all, 

and if he does cry out to Me, I will surely hear his cry; and My anger will be kindled. .  .” Thus, 

judges who withheld justice from widows would come under judgment (Deut. 27:19; 24:7).  

 Farmers were told to leave grain on the sheaves for widows to glean.  
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 Widows are used as examples in the Bible (i.e. the widow of Zeraphath [1 Ki. 17]; the widow’s 

mite [Mk. 12:41ff]; etc.).  

 James 1:27 says pure and undefiled religion is to visit orphans and widows in their distress.   

The sub-section on widows in 1 Timothy 5 is divided into two paragraphs, 5:3–8 and 5:9–16. Verses 3–8 

address the need to support widows financially; the second section expands on the qualifications 

widows must have to receive support.  

Paul tells the church to “honor” widows. “Honoring” someone can include supporting them monetarily. 

In Mark 7:6-13, when Jesus was illustrating how the Pharisees broke the law by not honoring their father 

and mother, He used their failure to support them financially as His example.  

Paul’s concern here was not that the widows were being neglected; rather, that the church needed 

guidelines to determine who should be given financial aid.  

The first qualification to receive support was that the widow needed to be a “widow indeed”(5: 3, 5, 16). 

Paul’s definition of a “widow indeed” (one who is “truly a widow” or a “real” widow) is a widow who is 

left without any means of support from her children or relatives.  This is clear from the contrast in verse 

4 where reference is made to widows who have families that could support them. Thus, Paul is saying, if 

the widow is destitute, the church should take responsibility to meet her needs (Acts 6:1-6; 9:36, 39, 41), 

but if she can get help from her family, she should not use the church’s resources.   

As Paul says, the children and grandchildren “must learn to practice piety (godliness – ESV; devotion to 

God) in regard to their own family and to make some return to their parents.”  In other words, when 

they were young, children had their needs met by their parents, so they should practice their 

Christianity by giving back to their parents when their parents need help. Paul says that this is 

acceptable to God. It is acceptable for at least two reasons; God commands believers to honor their 

parents and He commands believers to care for widows.  

5:5 Now she who is a widow indeed and who has been left alone, has fixed her hope on God 

and continues in entreaties and prayers night and day. 

5:6 But she who gives herself to wanton pleasure is dead even while she lives. 

 

Verses 5 and 6 give further qualifications for one who is a “real” widow (a widow indeed – NAS). Not 

only must a widow be without financial resources to be supported by the church, she should also be 

godly. Paul says that the widow who has been left alone (has no family to help her) has her hope fixed 

on God.  Specifically, her life should be marked by continual prayer. Anna, in Luke 2, would be a good 

example of this. In Luke 2:36-37 it says, “. . . as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the 

temple, serving night and day with fastings and prayers.”  

 

By contrast, some widows give themselves to wanton pleasure (5:6). That is, they live luxuriously; they 

are self-indulgent. Instead of being zealous for God, they are worldly-minded. Paul says those who live in 

such a manner are dead even while they live. The one who lives for self is spiritually dead, while the one 
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who dies to self is alive to God. In Revelation 3:1, Jesus uses a similar expression when He addresses the 

church in Sardis. He says, “I know your deeds, that you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead.” 

People like this profess Christ, but there is no sign of new life. Such people have no claim on the church’s 

gifts. 

 

So there are both material and spiritual qualifications. Widows who receive church support need to be 

materially destitute and spiritually godly.  

  

5:7 Prescribe these things as well, so that they may be above reproach. 

5:8 But if anyone does not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household, he 

has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. 

These were words of guidance for the church. Earlier in the letter Paul told Timothy to prescribe things 

to the church (4:11), now he tells him to prescribe these things to the church, as well (5:7).  

The widows of the congregation should strive to have self-denying lives and publicly show people whose 

servants they are.  

Verse 8 reiterates and adds detail to what has already been said in verse 4. Verse 4 had the positive 

reasons for relatives to care for a widow in their family; verse 8 gives the negative implications of those 

who don’t.   

Nature itself tells children to care for their parents; unbelievers even understand and practice this. If a 

Christian fails to practice this elementary duty, he is worse than an unbeliever. Paul says that such 

behavior demonstrates that they have denied the faith. To do less than an unbeliever means they aren’t 

a Christian. 

The second paragraph (vv. 9-16) adds a new dimension to what has been said, and at the same time it 

helps to clarify some of the items in verses 4–8. In verses 9-10, further qualifications of godly living are 

given for the widow who is to be put on the list of widows. Then after that, Paul exposes in detail the 

widow given to self-indulgent living (vv. 11–13) with instructions for her to remarry (v.14).  

5:9 A widow is to be put on the list only if she is not less than sixty years old, having been the 

wife of one man, 

5:10 having a reputation for good works; and if she has brought up children, if she has shown 

hospitality to strangers, if she has washed the saints' feet, if she has assisted those in distress, 

and if she has devoted herself to every good work. 

 

Verses 9-16 give further qualification for those who can be on the widows list. In the ancient world, 

someone was considered to be an “old” man or woman when they reached 60. This is the first 

qualification mentioned; they must be 60 years or older.  
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In addition to lacking any other financial resources and being godly in character, the widows who 

qualified for support were to be the wife of only one man. This has a number of different interpretations 

– all of which make sense. (1) It appears from ancient literature and funeral inscriptions that, in both 

pagan and Jewish circles, it was thought to be virtuous to remain unmarried after the death of one's 

spouse. To remarry was seen as self-indulgence (Kelly, 75). Those who hold this view explain verse 14 

(where Paul encourages young widows to remarry) as meaning that Paul recognized that for a young 

widow singleness would introduce numerous temptations. Thus, for them, he believed that remarriage 

would be better (5:14). (2) Others simply see this requirement as stating that the widow was faithful to 

her husband, but it doesn’t address if she was remarried or not. In Romans 7, Paul says that a woman is 

free to remarry if her husband dies (Ro. 7:2). In this view, there is no need to explain why Paul suggests 

that younger women remarry.   

 

Other qualifications are listed as well. In verse 10 she is to have a reputation for good works. Examples 

of some of these good works are listed in the verse: 

 

if she has brought up children:  She was to have been a good mother in raising her children, 

caring for them both physically and spiritually. 

 

if she has shown hospitality to strangers: People traveled regularly in the ancient world, and 

there were few places for them to lodge. Thus, hospitality played an important role in the early 

church. As evangelists and itinerant preachers traveled, there were always opportunities to 

provide hospitality to them or for any other traveling Christian. 

 

 if she has washed the saints' feet:  Washing feet was also a practice in Eastern hospitality. It 

was customary for a host (usually a slave or a woman) to wash their guest’s feet upon entering 

the home. Of course, this requires humility and exemplified Jesus’ humility in John 13:14. 

 

if she has assisted those in distress: This is perhaps a reference to helping the many believers 

who were persecuted for their faith.  

 

if she has devoted herself to every good work:  In sum, her life was to have been devoted to 

every good work. 

 

In other words, her life has had a pattern of overtly Christian behavior; she had “a reputation for good 

works”; she was seen to be “devoted to every good work.”  She didn’t just profess Christ and show no 

fruit like the widow in 5:6, but demonstrated her faith through good works.  

 

One should take note that although there were many people in need, not everyone was given support; 

only those who were destitute and had demonstrated commitment to Christ were offered help.  

 

5:11 But refuse to put younger widows on the list, for when they feel sensual desires in 

disregard of Christ, they want to get married, 
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5:12 thus incurring condemnation, because they have set aside their previous pledge. 

Verse 11 changes from the qualifications for being on the list to the reasons for rejecting people in 

receiving church support. Younger women are to be rejected. This is because younger women are often 

overcome by their natural sexual desires which may be stronger than their desire to remain unmarried 

and serve the church (5:11). Evidently, to be on the widows’ list they had to make a pledge to serve 

Christ and be chaste from then on (5:12; Kelly, 117). Thus, if they were to get married and break their 

pledge to remain single and serve, they would bring judgment on themselves.  “It would therefore be 

dangerous for the women, and might lead to harm to the church, for them to be placed at a still 

susceptible age in the awful dilemma of having to choose between the strict countenance appropriate 

to their office and the passionate promptings of their nature” (Kelly, 117). 

To state it simply, younger widows in need of support make professions and pledges without thinking 

things through clearly and then they change later. As time goes on they decide to remarry, but in doing 

so they must break the pledge they made when they were accepted in receiving church support.  This 

would result in their own condemnation. Thus it’s better not to put them on the list in the first place.  

5:13 At the same time they also learn to be idle, as they go around from house to house; and 

not merely idle, but also gossips and busybodies, talking about things not proper to mention. 

5:14 Therefore, I want younger widows to get married, bear children, keep house, and give the 

enemy no occasion for reproach; 

5:15 for some have already turned aside to follow Satan. 

Verse 13 gives the second reason for not adding younger widows to the list. Probably Paul saw some 

who were put on the list too early who ended up not doing what they  were supposed to be doing 

(praying and good works – vv 5, 9). Instead, they were just wasting their time, going from house to 

house, being “gossips and busybodies” and “talking about things not proper to mention.”  The church 

should keep people off the list who make a nuisance of themselves.  

Since their behavior disqualified them as “real” widows, Paul says that they should marry and do the 

good works the “real” widows did; namely, caring for their families and doing other good deeds (5:10 & 

14). Although Paul preferred singleness (1 Cor. 7:8, 40), he realized each person has a distinct 

personality and what is best for some is not best for others. For some, getting married would be 

preferable for it would give Satan no grounds to slander the people of God through the unbelieving 

world (5:14b).  

This need was urgent for some had already turned aside to follow Satan; that is, some who had been 

placed on the widows’ list and received support, ended up getting remarried, or wasted their time 

instead of being productive for the cause of Christ.  

In sum, there are two classes of widows that do not qualify to receive the church’s financial support: 

those whose family can take care of them (5:4-5, 8, 16) and the younger widows of verses 11-15. 
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5:16 If any woman who is a believer has dependent widows, she must assist them and the 

church must not be burdened, so that it may assist those who are widows indeed. 

 

Verse 16 returns to the care of the true widow and repeats what has been said in verses 4 and 8; namely, 

that believers in the family should take care of widows in their family so the church isn’t burdened. This 

would give the church the opportunity to help those who really needed it. 

 

Paul specifies that a woman should assist the widows for it would be inappropriate for a man to care for 

widowed women.  If he was married, the responsibilities would probably be better met by his wife, in 

practical terms.  

 

Combining the principles in verses 4, 8, and 16 we find that caring for one’s family is to repay our 

parents, to please God, “to express and not deny the faith, and to relieve the church” (Stott, 131).  

Two lasting principles of social welfare seem to emerge from these apostolic instructions. The 

first is the principle of discrimination. There was to be no general handout to all widows, 

irrespective of their circumstances. Widowhood was not in itself a qualification for support by 

the church. No, the church’s welfare provisions are to be limited to those in genuine need. If 

there are any alternative means of support, they should be used. In particular, the first call is on 

the widow's family. All of us must accept responsibility for our own relatives. The church’s sense 

of social responsibility is not to encourage irresponsibility in others. And government welfare 

programs should supplement, but not replace either individual or family obligations. 

 

Secondly, there is the principle of dignity. It is very interesting to note the two distinct 

categories of widows Paul mentions: the one needing support and the other offering service. 

Although we have considered them separately, they must have overlapped. Indeed ideally, 

health and strength permitting, the supported and the serving widows should be the same 

people. Widows (together with others in similar circumstances like single mothers, abused and 

divorced women) should have the opportunity both to receive according to their need and give 

according to their ability, that is, both to be served and to serve. (Stott, 135) 

 

ELDERS 

 

5:17 The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who 

work hard at preaching and teaching. 

5:18 For the Scripture says, "YOU SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING," and "The 

laborer is worthy of his wages." 

In 1 Timothy 5 Paul addressed Timothy’s responsibility to others in the church. Then he spoke of the 

church’s responsibility to qualified widows. Now, he gives the responsibility of the church to its leaders.  
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In Chapter 3, Timothy declared that aspiring to the office of overseer (pastor / elder) was a noble 

aspiration. He then listed the qualifications of those who desire to serve in this capacity. The treatment 

of elders is addressed in 5:17-25. 

Verse 17 defines the position of an elder; they are to rule the church. It also shows that elders received 

some sort of stipend.  

Some see in verse 17 two categories of elders: those who rule and those who preach and teach. This is 

possible, but Paul had already stated that all elders need to be able to teach (3:2), so “especially those 

who work hard at preaching and teaching” may simply be a further description of the elders “who rule 

well.”  

“Double honor” speaks of providing for the elders financially, just as the church “honored” the widows 

through financial remuneration (5:3).  Verse 18 makes this clear, but “honor” is a category that goes 

beyond finances.  In other words, “honor” is expressed in more ways than giving money, but it includes 

financial support as well. By “double honor” Paul doesn’t mean “twice the pay as the other guy.” Rather, 

he means that the elder who serves well in ruling and in preaching and teaching is to be esteemed 

appropriately, as the position deserves.  

It is true that Paul supported himself by tent-making, but he explains that that was a special case for 

special reasons (1 Cor. 9:4 ff.).  

Verse 18 is scriptural support for Paul’s argument (cf. Deut. 25:4). Paul is arguing in traditional rabbinical 

fashion: God could not merely have cattle in mind when He gave these words to Moses. Stott explains: 

“Here, as in 1 Corinthians 9:9 and 14, the apostle provides biblical authority for what he is saying, by 

bringing together two quotations. The first is from Deuteronomy 25:4: 'for the Scripture says, do not 

muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain’ (18a).  The argument is a fortiori [i.e. an argument that 

draws a conclusion that is inferred; what is true in one case is even truer in another]: if God is concerned 

that working animals are adequately fed, how much more concerned must He have for church workers? 

Paul's second quotation follows: and the worker deserves his wages (18b). Although he does not 

attribute these words to Jesus, they do in fact occur in Luke 10:7, where they form part of Jesus’ mission 

charge to the seventy” (Stott, 137). 

 

5:19 Do not receive an accusation against an elder except on the basis of two or three witnesses. 

5:20 Those who continue in sin, rebuke in the presence of all, so that the rest also will be fearful of 

sinning. 

Church leaders are often open to slander, so Paul instructs the church to receive no accusation unless there 

are two or three witnesses to confirm it. Furthermore, the implication is that they should be admonished 

privately and if they refuse to repent, they should be publicly rebuked as an example to the whole church. 

There are none in the church who are exempt from being confronted for sin. The public rebuke is the last 

resort, not the first course of action. 
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5:21 I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of His chosen angels, to 

maintain these principles without bias, doing nothing in a spirit of partiality. 

 

Timothy is supposed to keep these instructions regarding the treatment of elders without bias. He isn't to 

jump to any conclusions regarding their innocence or guilt. He is to judge as God, Christ, and angels will judge 

and act as their representative. 

 

5:22 Do not lay hands upon anyone too hastily and thereby share responsibility for the sins of 

others; keep yourself free from sin. 

Verse 22 is closely connected with verses 19-21. Due to the fact that elders can fall spiritually, it is important 

that they are not appointed to their office too hastily. Only men who have been proven in character and 

ministry should be placed in such a position. There are also personal consequences for hasty decisions, for 

laying hands on those who are unqualified is associating with that individual; it would appear that they would 

be condoning their sins. 

In addition, Timothy is exhorted not to fall into the same sins some others do – he is to keep himself pure. 

 

5:23 No longer drink water exclusively, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your 

frequent ailments. 

 

Paul likes to make lists and this came to mind next in the instruction to Timothy. Paul reminds him to take a 

little wine for his stomach. Wine was often drunk to counter the effects of impure water. Proverbs 31:6 

suggests its use for both physical ailments and for the soul. 

 

5:24 The sins of some men are quite evident, going before them to judgment; for others, their sins 

follow after. 

5:25 Likewise also, deeds that are good are quite evident, and those which are otherwise cannot be 

concealed. 

In verses 24 and 25, Paul flips back to the thought of being careful in selecting people to be elders.  

People aren’t always what they first appear to be. They may be better or worse than they seem at first; it 

often takes time for true character to surface. There are those whose sins are immediately evident (5:24a). It 

is apparent to any who have discernment that they are headed for judgment; that’s where their sins are 

leading, or as Paul says, “The sins of some men are.  . . . going before them to judgment.” Other people have 

hidden sins that will not be immediately seen; yet, their sins come out later (“their sins follow” – 5:24b). 

The same principle applies to good works (5:25). Some good deeds are obvious (5:25a) just like some sins are 

evident. “Those which are otherwise” (that is, those good deeds that are not evident at first) cannot be 

concealed. Just as in verse 24, the evil deeds of some eventually came out, so the good deeds of others will 

eventually become apparent.  
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In other words, Timothy should not be too quick to appoint people as elders, nor should he rule out people 

who at first sight may not seem to possess the qualities demanded, for over time their true character will 

come out.  In time he may see that certain people are different than what they first appeared to be.  

 


