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Open with Prayer 

 

HOOK: 

Background: Many of us have been members of different churches over the years. And 

depending upon the denomination(s) you’ve been a part of, you have probably observed the 

continuum of churches who only allow male leaders as pastors/elders/deacons to men/women 

serving as pastors/elders/deacons. As I was preparing today’s lesson, I found myself asking this 

question: 

 

Q: Has today’s church modified God’s standards or qualifications for key leadership positions to 

mirror cultural shifts that have taken place over the years? When I say, “cultural shifts,” I’m 

thinking about women being included more in leadership roles. 50% of all marriages end in 

divorce, which would exclude God-fearing men or women from serving in leadership roles. 

What is your take? Have we watered down God’s qualifications for leadership roles in the 

church? [Let people engage] 

 

Transition: Church organization was quite simple in apostolic days: There were pastors (elders, 

bishops) and deacons (Phil. 1:1). It seems that there was a plurality of elders overseeing the work 

of each church, some involved in “ruling” (organization and government), others in teaching (1 

Tim. 5:17). And Paul is very specific in his letter to Timothy as to who to appoint in leadership 

roles. These men had to be qualified! In fact, Paul gave sixteen (16) qualifications for a man to 

meet if he expected to serve as an elder/bishop/pastor. But who’s counting?!!! Let’s read the 

text and tune in to the qualifications Paul gives for certain church leaders. 

 

BOOK:                                               Overseers and Deacons 

 

3 Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart on being an overseer (traditionally 

bishop), he desires a noble task. 2 Now the overseer must be above reproach, the husband of but 

one wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not given to 

drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must manage his 

own family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect. 5 (If anyone does not 

know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?) 6 He must not be a 

recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil. 7 He 

must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the 

devil’s trap.  
8 Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, 

and not pursuing dishonest gain. 9 They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear 

conscience. 10 They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve 

as deacons.  
11 In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but 

temperate and trustworthy in everything.  



12 A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must manage his children and his 

household well. 13 Those who have served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in 

their faith in Christ Jesus.  
14 Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these instructions so that, 15 if I am 

delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is 

the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth. 16 Beyond all question, the 

mystery of godliness is great:  

He appeared in a body, 

was vindicated by the Spirit,  

was seen by angels,  

was preached among the nations,  

was believed on in the world,  

was taken up in glory.  

 

 

 

Process Observations/Questions: 

Q: What did you most like about this passage? What resonated with you? [Let people engage] 

• It is not necessary to hold an office to have a ministry or exercise a gift. 

•  

 

Q: What did you least like about this passage? [Let people engage] 

 

Q: What did you find in this passage that you didn’t understand? [Let people engage] 

• According to the New Testament, the terms “bishop,” “pastor,” and “elder” are 

synonymous. Bishop means “overseer,” and the elders had the responsibility of 

overseeing the work of the church (Acts 20:17, 28; 1 Peter 5:1–3). 

• deacon is a transliteration of the Greek word diakonos, which simply means “servant.” 

• “above reproach” means to have nothing in one’s conduct on which someone could 

ground a charge or accusation. 

 

Q: What do we learn about Jesus in this passage? [Let people engage] 

 

 

LOOK: 

There are many different kinds of “assemblies,” but the church is the assembly of the living God. 

Because it is God’s assembly, He has the right to tell us how it ought to be governed. The church 

has been purchased with the blood of God’s Son (Acts 20:28); therefore, we must be careful how 

we conduct ourselves. 

 

 

 

Close in Prayer 

 

 



Commentaries for Today’s Lesson: 

Wiersbe, W. W. (1996). The Bible Exposition Commentary (Vol. 2, pp. 219–224). Wheaton, 

IL: Victor Books. 

Everything rises or falls with leadership, whether it be a family or a local church. The Holy Spirit 

imparts gifts to believers for ministry in the local church, and among those gifts are “pastors and 

teachers” (Eph. 4:11) and “helps” and “governments” (“administration,” 1 Cor. 12:28, NIV). As 

we noted before, even though the church is an organism, it must be organized, or it will die. 

Leadership is a part of spiritual organization. 

In this section, Paul described the bishop, the deacon, and the church itself. By understanding 

these three descriptions, we shall be able to give better leadership to the ministry of the church. 

The Pastor (1 Tim. 3:1–7) 

According to the New Testament, the terms “bishop,” “pastor,” and “elder” are synonymous. 

Bishop means “overseer,” and the elders had the responsibility of overseeing the work of the 

church (Acts 20:17, 28; 1 Peter 5:1–3). “Elder” is the translation of the Greek word presbutes, 

which means “an old man.” Paul used the word presbytery in 1 Timothy 4:14, referring not to a 

denomination, but to the “eldership” of the assembly that ordained Timothy. Elders and bishops 

(two names for the same office, Titus 1:5, 7) were mature people with spiritual wisdom and 

experience. Finally, “pastor” means “shepherd,” one who leads and cares for the flock of God. 

When you compare the qualifications given here for bishops with those given for elders in 

Titus 1:5–9, you quickly see that the same office is in view. Church organization was quite 

simple in apostolic days: There were pastors (elders, bishops) and deacons (Phil. 1:1). It seems 

that there was a plurality of elders overseeing the work of each church, some involved in 

“ruling” (organization and government), others in teaching (1 Tim. 5:17). 

But these men had to be qualified. It was good for a growing believer to aspire to the office 

of bishop, but the best way to achieve it was to develop Christian character and meet the 

following requirements. To become an elder/bishop was a serious decision, one not treated 

lightly in the early church. Paul gave sixteen qualifications for a man to meet if he expected to 

serve as an elder/bishop/pastor. 

Blameless (v. 2a). This word literally means “nothing to take hold upon”; that is, there must 

be nothing in his life that Satan or the unsaved can take hold of to criticize or attack the church. 

No man living is sinless, but we must strive to be blameless, or “above reproach” (NIV). 

The husband of one wife (v. 2b). All of the qualifying adjectives in this passage are 

masculine. While there is ample scope for feminine ministry in a local assembly, the office of 

elder is not given to women. However, a pastor’s homelife is very important, and especially his 

marital status. (This same requirement applies to deacons, according to 1 Tim. 3:12.) It means 

that a pastor must not be divorced and remarried. Paul was certainly not referring to polygamy, 

since no church member, let alone a pastor, would be accepted if he had more than one wife. Nor 

is he referring to remarriage after the death of the wife; for why would a pastor be prohibited 

from marrying again, in the light of Genesis 2:18 and 1 Timothy 4:3? Certainly, the members of 

the church who had lost mates could marry again; so why penalize the pastor? 

It’s clear that a man’s ability to manage his own marriage and home indicate ability to 

oversee a local church (1 Tim. 3:4–5). A pastor who has been divorced opens himself and the 

church to criticism from outsiders, and it is not likely that people with marital difficulties would 

https://ref.ly/logosres/ntbec?ref=Bible.1Ti1&off=12&ctx=CHAPTER+ONE%0a~STAY+ON+THE+JOB%0a1+Timothy+1%0a


consult a man who could not keep his own marriage together. I see no reason why dedicated 

Christians who have been divorced and remarried cannot serve in other offices in the church, but 

they are disqualified from being elders or deacons. 

Vigilant (v. 2c). This means “temperate” or “sober.” “Temperate in all things” (2 Tim. 4:5, 

literal translation). Or “keep your head in all situations” (NIV). A pastor needs to exercise sober, 

sensible judgment in all things. 

Sober (v. 2d). He must have a serious attitude and be in earnest about his work. This does not 

mean he has no sense of humor, or that he is always solemn and somber. Rather it suggests that 

he knows the value of things and does not cheapen the ministry or the Gospel message by foolish 

behavior. 

Of good behavior (v. 2e). “Orderly” would be a good translation. The pastor should be 

organized in his thinking and his living, as well as in his teaching and preaching. It is the same 

Greek word that is translated “modest” in 1 Timothy 2:9, referring to women’s clothing. 

Given to hospitality (v. 2f). Literally, “loving the stranger.” This was an important ministry 

in the early church when traveling believers would need places to stay (Rom. 12:13; Heb. 13:2; 3 

John 5–8). But even today, a pastor and wife who are hospitable are a great help to the 

fellowship of a local church. 

Apt to teach (v. 2g). Teaching the Word of God is one of an elder’s main ministries. In fact, 

many scholars believe that “pastors and teachers” in Ephesians 4:11 refer to one person but to 

two functions. A pastor is automatically a teacher (2 Tim. 2:2, 24). Phillips Brooks, famous 

American bishop of the 1800s, said, “Apt to teach—it is not something to which one comes by 

accident or by any sudden burst of fiery zeal.” A pastor must be a careful student of the Word of 

God, and of all that assists him in knowing and teaching that Word. The pastor who is lazy in his 

study is a disgrace in the pulpit. 

Not given to wine (v. 3a). The word describes a person who sits long with the cup and thus 

drinks to excess. The fact that Paul advised Timothy to use wine for medicinal purposes (1 Tim. 

5:23) indicates that total abstinence was not demanded of believers. Sad to say, some of the 

members of the Corinthian church got drunk, even at the love feast that accompanied the Lord’s 

Supper (1 Cor. 11:21). The Jewish people diluted their wine with water to make sure it was not 

too strong. It was a well-known fact that water was not pure in those days, so that weak wine 

taken in moderation would have been healthier to drink. 

However, there is a vast difference between the cultural use of wine in Bible days and 

supporting the alcohol industry of today. Paul’s admonition and example in Romans 14 

(especially Rom. 14:21) would apply today in a special way. A godly pastor would certainly 

want to give the best example and not be an excuse for sin in the life of some weaker brother. 

No striker (v. 3b). “Not contentious, not looking for a fight.” Charles Spurgeon told his 

Pastor’s College students, “Don’t go about the world with your fist doubled up for fighting, 

carrying a theological revolver in the leg of your trousers.” 

Not greedy of filthy lucre (v. 3c). Paul will have more to say about money in 1 Timothy 

6:3ff. It is possible to use the ministry as an easy way to make money, if a man has no 

conscience or integrity. (Not that pastors are paid that much in most churches!) Covetous pastors 

always have “deals” going on outside their churches, and these activities erode their character 

and hinder their ministry. Pastors should “not [work] for filthy lucre” (1 Peter 5:2). 

Patient (v. 3d). “Gentle” is a better translation. The pastor must listen to people and be able 

to take criticism without reacting. He should permit others to serve God in the church without 

dictating to them. 



Not a brawler (v. 3e). Pastors must be peacemakers, not troublemakers. This does not mean 

they must compromise their convictions, but that they must “disagree” without being 

“disagreeable.” Short tempers do not make for long ministries. 

Not covetous (v. 3f). You can covet many things besides money: popularity, a large ministry 

that makes you famous, denominational advancement, etc. This word centers mainly on money. 

A godly family (vv. 4–5). This does not mean that a pastor must be married, or, if married, 

must have children. However, marriage and a family are probably in the will of God for most 

pastors. If a man’s own children cannot obey and respect him, then his church is not likely to 

respect and obey his leadership. For Christians, the church and the home are one. We should 

oversee both of them with love, truth, and discipline. The pastor cannot be one thing at home and 

something else in church. If he is, his children will detect it, and there will be problems. The 

words “rule” and “ruleth” in 1 Timothy 3:4–5 mean “to preside over, to govern,” and suggest 

that a pastor is the one who directs the business of the church. (Not as a dictator, of course, but as 

a loving shepherd—1 Peter 5:3.) The word translated “take care of” in 1 Timothy 3:5 suggests a 

personal ministry to the needs of the church. It is used in the Parable of the Good Samaritan to 

describe the care given to the injured man (Luke 10:34–35). 

Not a novice (v. 6). “Novice” literally means “one newly planted,” referring to a young 

Christian. Age is no guarantee of maturity, but it is good for a man to give himself time for study 

and growth before he accepts a church. Some men mature faster than others, of course. Satan 

enjoys seeing a youthful pastor succeed and get proud; then Satan can tear down all that has been 

built up. 

A good testimony outside the church (v. 7). Does he pay his bills? Does he have a good 

reputation among unsaved people with whom he does business? (see Col. 4:5 and 1 Thess. 4:12) 

No pastor ever feels that he is all he ought to be, and his people need to pray for him 

constantly. It is not easy to serve as a pastor/elder, but it is much easier if your character is all 

God wants it to be. 

The Deacon (1 Tim. 3:8–13) 

The English word deacon is a transliteration of the Greek word diakonos, which simply means 

“servant.” It is likely that the origin of the deacons is recorded in Acts 6. The first deacons were 

appointed to be assistants to the Apostles. In a local church today, deacons relieve the 

pastors/elders of other tasks so that they may concentrate on the ministry of the Word, prayer, 

and spiritual oversight. 

Even though deacons are not given the authority of elders, they still must meet certain 

qualifications. Many faithful deacons have been made elders after they proved themselves. 

Grave (v. 8a). A deacon should be worthy of respect, a man of Christian character worth 

imitating. A deacon should take his responsibilities seriously and use the office, not just fill it. 

Not double-tongued (v. 8b). He does not tell tales from house to house; he is not a gossip. He 

does not say one thing to one member and something entirely opposite to another member. You 

can depend on what he says. 

Not given to much wine (v. 8c). We have discussed this in our comments on 1 Timothy 3:3. 

Not greedy of filthy lucre (v. 8d). Deacons handle offerings and distribute money to needy 

people in the church. It may be tempting to steal or to use funds in selfish ways. Finance 

committees in churches need to have a spiritual attitude toward money. 

Doctrinally sound (v. 9). The word mystery means “truth once hidden but now revealed by 

God.” The great doctrines of the faith are hidden to those outside the faith, but they can be 



understood by those who trust the Lord. Deacons must understand Christian doctrine and obey it 

with a good conscience. It is not enough to sit in meetings and decide how to “run the church.” 

They must base their decisions on the Word of God, and they must back up their decisions with 

godly lives. 

I have noticed that some church officers know their church constitutions better than they 

know the Word of God. While it is good to have bylaws and regulations that help maintain order, 

it is important to manage the affairs of a church on the basis of the Word of God. The Scriptures 

were the “constitution” of the early church! A deacon who does not know the Bible is an 

obstacle to progress in a local assembly. 

A pastor friend of mine, now home with the Lord, took a church that was a split from another 

church and constantly at war with itself. From what he told me, their business meetings were 

something to behold! The church constitution was revered almost as much as the Bible. The 

people called it “the green book.” My friend began to teach the people the Word of God, and the 

Spirit began to make changes in lives. But the enemy went to work and stirred up some officers 

to defy their pastor in a meeting. 

“You aren’t following the green book!” they said. 

My friend lifted his Bible high and asked, “Are we going to obey the Word of God, or a 

green book written by men?” This was a turning point in the church, and then God blessed with 

wonderful growth and power. 

A deacon who does not know the Word of God cannot manage the affairs of the church of 

God. A deacon who does not live the Word of God, but has a “defiled conscience,” cannot 

manage the church of God. Simply because a church member is popular, successful in business, 

or generous in his giving does not mean he is qualified to serve as a deacon. 

Tested and proved (v. 10). This implies watching their lives and seeing how they conduct 

themselves. In most churches, a new member or a new Christian may begin serving God in 

visitation, ushering, helping in Sunday School, and numerous other ways. This is the principle in 

Matthew 25:21: “Thou hast been faithful over a few things; I will make thee ruler over many 

things.” 

It is worth noting that quite a few leaders mentioned in the Bible were first tested as servants. 

Joseph was a servant in Egypt for thirteen years before he became a second ruler in the land. 

Moses cared for sheep for forty years before God called him. Joshua was Moses’ servant before 

he became Moses’ successor. David was tending his father’s sheep when Samuel anointed him 

king of Israel. Even our Lord Jesus came as a servant and labored as a carpenter; and the Apostle 

Paul was a tentmaker. First a servant, then a ruler. 

It always weakens the testimony of a local church when a member who has not been proved 

is made an officer of the church. “Maybe Jim will attend church more if we make him a deacon,” 

is a statement that shows ignorance both of Jim and of the Word of God. An untested Christian is 

an unprepared Christian. He will probably do more harm than good if you give him an office in 

the church. 

Godly homes (vv. 11–12). The deacon’s wife is a part of his ministry, for godliness must 

begin at home. The deacons must not be men who have been divorced and remarried. Their 

wives must be Christians, women who are serious about the ministry, not given to slanderous 

talk (literally “not devils,” for the word devil means “slanderer, false accuser”), and faithful in all 

that they do. It is sad to see the damage that is done to a local church when the wives of elders or 

deacons gossip and slander others. 



Some students think that 1 Timothy 3:11 refers, not to the wives of deacons, but to another 

order of ministers—the deaconesses. Many churches do have deaconesses who assist with the 

women’s work, in baptisms, in fellowship times, etc. Phebe was a deaconess from the church at 

Cenchrea (Rom. 16:1, where the word is diakonon). Perhaps in some of the churches, the wives 

of the deacons did serve as deaconesses. We thank God for the ministry of godly women in the 

local church, whether they hold offices or not! It is not necessary to hold an office to have a 

ministry or exercise a gift. 

A willingness to work (v. 13). He is to use the office, not just fill it. The Greek word 

translated “degree” means “rank (as in the army), a base, a step, or rung on a ladder.” What an 

encouragement to a faithful deacon! God will “promote” him spiritually and give him more and 

more respect among the saints, which means greater opportunity for ministry. A faithful deacon 

has a good standing before God and men and can be used of God to build the church. He has a 

spiritual boldness that makes for effective ministry. 

Certainly, a part of this blessing could include the possibility of a “spiritual promotion.” 

What a joy it is to a pastor to see deacons become elders, and then to see some of the elders 

called into pastoral ministry on a full-time basis. (It should be remembered that, in the New 

Testament churches, the elders were called from out of their own local congregations. They were 

not usually imported from other places.) 

It is a serious matter to serve the local church. Each of us must search his own heart to be 

certain that he is qualified by the grace of God. 

The Believers (1 Tim. 3:14–16) 

Elders, deacons, and church members need to be reminded of what a local church is. In this brief 

paragraph, Paul gave three pictures of the church. 

The house of God (v. 15a). God’s church is a family, so “household” might be a better 

translation. One of Paul’s favorite words is “brethren” (see 1 Tim. 4:6). When a sinner believes 

in Jesus Christ as Savior, he immediately is born again into God’s family (John 1:11–13; 1 Peter 

1:22–25). Paul advised young Timothy to treat the members of the local church as he would treat 

the members of his own family (1 Tim. 5:1–2). 

Because the local church is a family, it must be fed; and the only diet that will nourish the 

people is the Word of God. It is our bread (Matt. 4:4), milk and meat (1 Cor. 3:1–2; Heb. 5:12–

14), and honey (Ps. 119:103). A pastor must take time to nourish himself so that he might 

nourish others (1 Tim. 4:6). A church does not grow by addition, but by nutrition (Eph. 4:11–16). 

It is tragic to see the way some pastors waste their time (and their church’s time) all week long 

and then have nothing nourishing to give the people on the Lord’s Day. 

Like a family, a church needs discipline in love. Children who are not disciplined become 

rebels and tyrants. The spiritual leaders of the assembly should exercise discipline (1 Cor. 4:18–

5:13; 2 Cor. 2:6–11). Sometimes the children need rebuke; other times the discipline must be 

more severe. 

Children also need encouragement and example (1 Thess. 2:7–12). Spiritual leaders must 

have the gentleness of a nursing mother and the strength of a loving father. 

The assembly (v. 15b). The word church is a translation of the Greek word ekklesia (ek-klay-

SEE-a), which means “assembly.” It referred to the political assemblies in the Greek cities (Acts 

19:29, 32) where business was transacted by qualified citizens. But it is used about 100 times in 

the New Testament to refer to local churches, assemblies of believers. The Greek word means 



“those called out.” (It is used in Acts 7:38 to describe the nation of Israel, called out of Egypt; 

but Israel was not a “church” in the New Testament sense.) 

Paul wanted young Timothy to know how to “conduct himself” as a leader of a local 

assembly. The Pastoral Epistles are guidebooks for conduct of a local church. Scores of books 

have been published in recent years, purporting to tell us how to start, build, and increase a local 

church; and some of them contain good counsel. However, the best counsel for managing a local 

church is found in these three inspired letters. The young pastor in his first church, as well as the 

seasoned veteran in the ministry, should saturate himself with the teachings Paul shared with 

Timothy and Titus. 

There are many different kinds of “assemblies,” but the church is the assembly of the living 

God. Because it is God’s assembly, He has the right to tell us how it ought to be governed. The 

church has been purchased with the blood of God’s Son (Acts 20:28); therefore, we must be 

careful how we conduct ourselves. Church officers must not become religious dictators who 

abuse the people in order to achieve their own selfish ends (1 Peter 5:3–5; 3 John 9–12). 

The pillar and ground of the truth (vv. 15c–16). This is an architectural image which would 

mean much to Timothy at Ephesus, for the great temple of Diana had 127 pillars. The word 

ground suggests a bulwark or a stay. The local church is built on Jesus Christ the Truth (John 

14:6; 1 Cor. 3:9–15); but the local church is also itself a pillar and bulwark for the truth. 

It is likely that the pillar aspect of the church’s ministry relates primarily to displaying the 

truth of the Word, much as a statue is put on a pedestal so all can see it. We must hold “forth the 

Word of life” so the world can see it (Phil. 2:16). The local church puts Jesus Christ on display in 

the lives of faithful members. 

As a bulwark, the church protects the truth and makes sure it does not fall (for elsewhere 

“truth is fallen in the street, and equity cannot enter”—Isa. 59:14). When local churches turn 

away from the truth (1 Tim. 4:1ff) and compromise in their ministry, then the enemy makes 

progress. Sometimes church leaders must take a militant stand against sin and apostasy. This 

does not make them popular, but it does please the Lord. 

The main truth to which a church should bear witness is the person and work of Jesus Christ 

(1 Tim. 3:16—it is probable that this verse is quoted from an early Christian hymn). Jesus Christ 

was God manifest in the flesh, not only at His birth, but during His entire earthly ministry (John 

14:1–9). Though His own people as a nation rejected Him, Jesus Christ was vindicated in the 

Spirit; for the Spirit empowered Him to do miracles and even to raise Himself from the dead 

(Rom. 1:4). The very presence of the Spirit in the world is itself a judgment on the world (John 

16:7–11). 

Seen of angels suggests the many times that the elect angels were associated with the life and 

ministry of our Lord. (The word angelos, translated “angels,” also means “messengers.” See 

James 2:25. Perhaps Paul was referring to the chosen messengers who witnessed the resurrected 

Christ.) However, Christ did not die for angels, but for lost sinners; and so He was preached unto 

the nations. This reminds us of the commissions the Lord gave to His church to carry the Gospel 

to the ends of the earth, where He is believed on in the world. At the Ascension, He was received 

up in glory (Acts 1:2, 22); and He will return one day to take His church to share that glory. 

What an exciting challenge it is for your local church to witness of Jesus Christ to lost 

sinners at home and around the world! 

 



Litfin, A. D. (1985). 1 Timothy. In J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck (Eds.), The Bible Knowledge 

Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (Vol. 2, pp. 736-739) Wheaton, IL: Victor 

Books 

C. Instructions concerning elders and deacons (3:1–13). 

3:1. Continuing his instructions on how the church should conduct itself, Paul turned to the 

crucial matter of leadership qualifications. He wanted to encourage respect for the 

congregation’s leaders, so he cited what was apparently a familiar maxim and commended it as a 

sound one. Two implications emerge: (1) It is valid to aspire to church leadership, and (2) church 

leadership is a noble task. The term overseer (episkopos), sometimes translated “bishop,” is 

only one of several words used in the New Testament to describe church leaders. “Elders” 

(presbyteroi) is by far the most common. Other terms such as “rulers” (proistamenoi, Rom. 12:8; 

1 Thes. 5:12), “leaders” (hēgoumenois, Heb. 13:17) and “pastors” (poimenas, Eph. 4:11; cf. also 

Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 5:2) are also used. Though each of these terms may describe a different facet 

of leadership, they all seem to be used interchangeably in the New Testament to designate the 

same office. This office is different from that of deacons (cf. comments on 1 Tim 3:8). 

3:2. More is required of an overseer than mere willingness to serve. In verses 2–7 Paul listed 

15 requirements for a church leader: (1) above reproach. He must be blameless in his behavior. 

This Greek word anepilēmpton, “above reproach,” is used in the New Testament only in this 

epistle (v. 2; 5:7; 6:14). It means to have nothing in one’s conduct on which someone could 

ground a charge or accusation. It differs slightly in meaning from its synonym anenklētos in 3:10 

(see comments there). (2) Husband of but one wife, literally, a “one-woman man.” This 

ambiguous but important phrase is subject to several interpretations. The question is, how 

stringent a standard was Paul erecting for overseers? Virtually all commentators agree that this 

phrase prohibits both polygamy and promiscuity, which are unthinkable for spiritual leaders in 

the church. Many Bible students say the words a “one-woman man” are saying that the affections 

of an elder must be centered exclusively on his wife. Many others hold, however, that the phrase 

further prohibits any who have been divorced and remarried from becoming overseers. The 

reasoning behind this view is usually that divorce represents a failure in the home, so that even 

though a man may be forgiven for any sin involved, he remains permanently disqualified for 

leadership in the congregation (cf. vv. 4–5; 1 Cor. 9:24–27). The most strict interpretation and 

the one common among the earliest commentators (second and third centuries) includes each of 

the above but extends the prohibition to any second marriage, even by widowers. Their argument 

is that in the first century second marriages were generally viewed as evidence of self-

indulgence. Though Paul honored marriage, he also valued the spiritual benefits of celibacy (1 

Cor. 7:37–38) even for those who had lost a mate (1 Tim. 5:3–14). Thus, he considered celibacy 

a worthy goal for those who possessed the self-control to remain unmarried. According to this 

strict view Paul considered a widower’s second marriage, though by no means improper, to be 

evidence of a lack of the kind of self-control required of an overseer, in much the same way that 

a similar lack disqualified a widow from eligibility for the list of widows (5:9). Church leaders 

must also be (3) temperate (nēphalion, “well-balanced”; used elsewhere only in 3:11; Titus 2:2), 

(4) self-controlled (sōphrona, also used in Titus 1:8; 2:5), (5) respectable, and (6) hospitable. 

Such characteristics are prerequisites for those who would lead others into these important 

Christian virtues. The phrase (7) able to teach speaks of a leader’s ability to handle the 

Scriptures. He must be able both to understand and to communicate the truth to others, as well as 

to refute those who mishandle it (cf. Titus 1:9). Not all must necessarily do this publicly, of 
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course; some may conduct this aspect of their ministries more informally in private settings. Yet 

all leaders must possess an aptitude for handling the Word with skill. 

3:3. Four negative phrases follow: (8) not given to much wine (cf. Titus 1:7), and (9) not 

violent. His self-control (1 Tim. 3:2) is to extend to his appetites and his anger. By contrast, a 

church leader must be (10) gentle, or forbearing, making room for others. (This word epieikē is 

also used in Phil. 4:5; Titus 3:2; James 3:17; 1 Peter 2:18). Unlike false teachers, an effective 

church leader is (11) not quarrelsome (cf. 1 Tim. 6:4) and (12) not a lover of money (cf. 6:5; 

Titus 1:11). He neither relishes fighting with others nor pursues his ministry for personal gain 

(cf. 1 Peter 5:2). 

3:4. An overseer must (13) manage his own family well. Paul’s specific focus here was on 

the children. The most reliable (though not infallible) means of determining the quality of one’s 

potential leadership is by examining the behavior of his children. Do they respect their father 

enough to submit to his leadership? With proper respect (lit., “with all gravity”) may refer, 

however, not to the children’s submission, but to the manner in which the father exercises his 

authority, that is, without due fuss or clamor. 

3:5. A rhetorical question forms a parenthetical support for the validity of the preceding 

qualification. Paul made an analogy between leadership or management of a home and that in a 

church (Eph. 2:19; 1 Tim. 3:15). Many of the same skills and qualifications are needed for both. 

Success in a family may well indicate success in a church; likewise, failure in a home raises a red 

flag about one’s ability to lead in a congregation. 

3:6. An overseer must (14) not be a recent convert (neophyton, “neophyte”), lest his rapid 

advancement to leadership fill him with pride and conceit, and he experience the same kind of 

judgment that the devil incurred for his pride. 

3:7. An overseer must also (15) have a good reputation with outsiders (cf. Col. 4:5; 1 

Thes. 4:12). Paul’s thought here seems to be that church leaders, as representatives of the 

congregation, are constantly susceptible to the snares of the devil (cf. 2 Tim. 2:26). Satan likes 

nothing better than to disgrace God’s work and God’s people by trapping church leaders in sin 

before a watching world. It is important therefore that overseers achieve and maintain a good 

reputation before unbelievers. 

3:8. Like overseers, deacons (cf. Phil. 1:1) must also be men of quality, even though their 

function in the congregation is significantly different. The word translated “deacon” (diakonos) 

means literally a “humble servant.” The role of the deacons is to carry out, under the elders’ 

oversight, some of the more menial tasks of the church so that the elders can give their attention 

to more important things. (See Acts 6:1–6 for the prototype of what later became the “office” of 

deacon in the church.) The qualifications for the office of deacon are almost as stringent as for 

elder because of their public profile in the church and because the servant nature of their work 

requires strong qualities of maturity and piety. Deacons must therefore be men worthy of 

respect—that is, serious men of dignity, not clowns. (The same Gr. word is used of women in 1 

Tim. 3:11.) They must be sincere (mē dilogous, lit., “not double-tongued”) in the sense of being 

honest and unhypocritical. Like the overseers (v. 3), deacons must not be heavy wine drinkers or 

greedy chasers after dishonest gain. 

3:9. Most important of all, deacons must be men of spiritual depth (cf. Acts 6:3). 

Specifically, they should be men who understand and hold fast the deep truths of the faith. By 

the phrase with a clear conscience Paul (cf. “good conscience” in 1 Tim. 1:5) meant that there 

must be nothing in the conduct of these men that was glaringly inconsistent with their professed 

beliefs. In other words, they must not profess one thing but practice another. 



3:10. Moreover, like the overseers, who are to demonstrate their maturity before being placed 

in a position of responsibility (v. 6), deacons must also first be tested. Paul’s intent here was not 

to require some formal testing procedure, but rather that these men “prove” their quality over 

time in the ordinary activities of life and ministry. After they showed themselves 

“irreproachable,” then let them serve as deacons. The words if there is nothing against them 

translate two Greek words, anenklētoi ontes, “being free from accusation.” The word anenklētos 

occurs in the New Testament only in Paul’s writings (1 Cor. 1:8; Col. 1:22; 1 Tim. 3:10; Titus 

1:6–7). It means one who is unaccused, free from any charge at all. Christlike conduct is required 

of deacons. (Cf. comments on a synonym, anepilēmpton, in 1 Tim. 3:2.) 

3:11. Similarly the gynaikas (“women” or wives) are to be worthy of respect, that is, 

dignified (the same word, semnas, is used of deacons in v. 8), not slanderers (diabolous, from 

diaballō “to slander”; from this verb comes the noun “devil,” the chief slanderer) of others, but 

temperate (nēphalious, “well-balanced;” cf. v. 2; Titus 2:2), and trustworthy (lit., “faithful”) in 

everything. Who are these gynaikas Paul addressed? They were almost certainly not the women 

of the congregation generally. They were most likely either the wives of the deacons or a group 

of female deacons (cf. Phoebe, Rom. 16:1). A case can be made for either of these two options, 

with a slim advantage falling to the first. But being dogmatic about either view is unwarranted by 

the exegetical data. 

3:12. Like the elders, deacons must be “one-women men” (cf. v. 2) and capable managers of 

their own families. Paul’s reasoning behind this latter qualification is spelled out in verses 4–5. 

3:13. Though the position of deacon seems by worldly standards to be menial and 

unattractive, to close followers of Jesus Christ it looks quite different (cf. John 13:11–17; Mark 

10:42–45). Those who fulfill their servant roles faithfully gain two things: first, an excellent 

standing before fellow Christians who understand and appreciate the beauty of humble, selfless, 

Christlike service; and second, great assurance (parrēsian, “confidence, boldness”) in their 

faith in Christ Jesus. Humble service, which lacks all the rewards the world deems important, 

becomes a true test of one’s motives. Here one discovers for himself whether or not his efforts 

are truly prompted by a Christlike spirit of selfless service. When a deacon has indeed “served 

well” his ministry builds confidence in the sincerity of his own faith in Christ and of his 

unhypocritical approach to God (cf. Eph. 3:12; Heb. 10:19). 

IV. Instructions concerning Guarding the Truth in the Church (3:14–4:16). 

A. The church and its truth (3:14–16) 

3:14. If Paul had left Timothy at Ephesus to pastor the church (cf. 1:3), he also hoped to 

rejoin Timothy there soon. In the meantime, in case of delay Paul wanted the Ephesian pastor 

and congregation to have these instructions in hand. The “instructions” no doubt refer to what 

has come before as well as the exhortations to follow. 

3:15. The clearly stated purpose of these instructions is to inform the Ephesian congregation 

how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household. Again, Paul used the analogy of 

the “household” (oikos) to refer to the church (ekklēsia; cf. v. 5). This merges into an 

architectural image involving the church as pillar and foundation of the truth. The idea of the 

church as a “building” dedicated to the living God is a common one for Paul (cf. 1 Cor. 3:16–

17; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:20–22). Some people teach that the church as the “foundation of the 

truth” is the source of God’s truth, that no one can know the truth unless he depends on the 

teaching of some organized church or church group. But Paul was simply affirming the crucial 



role of the universal church as the support and bulwark—not the source—of God’s truth. His 

words should not be stretched beyond this. 

3:16. Paul had been discussing proper godly conduct in the church, behavior which is in 

every way consistent with the truth, rather than “contrary to the sound doctrine” (1:10). In 3:16 

he expressed a simple idea which becomes difficult due only to its compactness. This truth about 

godliness being a mystery means that it was hidden but now is revealed. Further, it is a great 

(mega, “large, important”) “mystery” in that it is overwhelmingly large in scope and sublimely 

important in significance (cf. Eph. 5:32). Paul cited the content of this truth in the form of an 

excerpt from an early hymn about Christ, who is the essence of the “mystery” (Col. 1:27). 

Whether the fragment should be divided into two or three parts is disputed. Whichever one 

chooses, the six elements of the excerpt are as follows: (1) Appeared in a body refers to the 

Incarnation of Christ. (2) Was vindicated by the Spirit refers to God’s demonstration through 

the Resurrection (cf. Acts 2:24–36), by the Holy Spirit (cf. Rom. 8:11), that the crucified Jesus is 

Lord and Messiah. (3) Was seen by angels refers to His exaltation before the heavenly realm (cf. 

Phil. 2:9–11; Col. 2:15; Heb. 1:6). (4) Was preached among the nations (cf. Col. 1:23) and (5) 

was believed on in the world refer to the progressive fulfillment of God’s redemptive plan 

through His preordained means (cf. 1 Cor. 1:18–2:5). (6) Was taken up in glory refers to the 

Ascension (Eph. 4:10). 

 

Dockery, D. S. (1998). The Pauline Letters. In D. S. Dockery (Ed.), Holman Concise Bible 

Commentary (p. 605). Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers. 

CHURCH LEADERSHIP (3:1–13) 

3:1–7. Continuing his instructions on how the church should conduct itself, Paul turned to the 

matter of leadership. Paul said that church leadership is a noble task. Here Paul described the 

qualifications for those who aspire such leadership. 

The term “overseer,” one of several terms used for church leaders, was used to refer to the 

presiding officials in civic or religious organizations. Here it refers to those who provided 

leadership for local congregations, rather than leaders over a group of churches, such as the 

office of episcopal bishop developed in the second century. The term “elder” and “overseer” are 

used interchangeably in Acts 20:17, 28; Titus 1:5–7; and 1 Peter 5:1–5. These leaders are to 

teach the Scriptures (1 Tim. 3:2; 5:17), and to provide direction and administration for the church 

(3:5; 5:17), to shepherd the flock of God (Acts 20:28), and to guard the church from error (Acts 

20:28–31). 

An overseer must be a person of noble character. These leaders should be respected by other 

members of the church and by those outside the church. The overseer must be above reproach, 

should conform to a high view of sexual morality, should be able to discipline the family, should 

not be a new Christian, and should not be under the domination of strong drink. Only a person of 

excellent character should serve as an overseer (1 Tim. 3:1–7). 

3:8–13. Then Paul moves to discuss the qualification of deacons. The qualifications for 

deacons are virtually the same as those for elders. Generally, the service of deacons (the word 

means one who serves) was meant to free the overseers to give full attention to prayer and the 

ministry of the Word (see Acts 6:2–4). The two church offices mentioned in the New Testament 

are overseer and deacon (see Phil. 1:1). Before being elected as deacons they should have 

experience in church work (1 Tim. 3:8–10, 12–13) 
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First Timothy 3:11 applies the same qualifications for women. The Greek for the phrase 

“wives” simply means “the women” and therefore could refer to deacons’ wives or less likely to 

female deacons (see Rom. 16:1). 

MAINTAINING THE TRUTH (3:14–4:16) 

3:14–16. Paul informed Timothy of his hopes to come to see him and the church at Ephesus. He 

majestically described Christ in words many scholars believe were adopted from an early hymn 

of adoration to Christ. 

 

Fields, W. C. (1972). 1 Timothy. In H. F. Paschall & H. H. Hobbs (Eds.), The Teacher’s Bible 

Commentary (p. 764). Nashville: Broadman and Holman Publishers. 

Church Officers (1 Tim. 3:1–16) 

For Timothy and the congregation at Ephesus, Paul lays down some qualifications for church 

leaders. First, requirements for the bishop, the overseer and pastor, the guardian of souls (vv. 1–

7). The qualities listed have primary reference to morality and spirituality. His manner of life is 

to be without fault. He must have no more than one wife. (The language does not rule out 

unmarried men.) 

In personal conduct and in family discipline, in experience as a spiritual leader, and in 

reputation, he must be above reproach. He should not be a new convert (v. 16). 

Standards for the deacon (vv. 8–13) are similar. He, too, must be blameless, of a good 

character, having his household in proper control. Inserted in this section is a requirement that 

wives of both classes of church officers also be exemplary Christians (v. 11). 

Paul expresses the hope of visiting Timothy shortly, but in case this is impossible, these 

written instructions will set a course of action for the congregation at Ephesus and the other 

churches (v. 15). At this point Paul apparently quotes a confession or hymn of praise to Jesus, 

“the mystery of godliness” (KJV), “the secret of our religion” (v. 16, TEV). 
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