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1 Timothy 5:1-16 

        As we continue our study of Paul’s first letter to Timothy, we come to 
chapter 5, 1 Timothy 5:1-16. It is a long text, probably too long for me to take 
in one sermon. It deals with more than one topic. And yet, it seems to me that 
the topics can be combined under one theme: the Church is really a family. It is 
not a corporation, not a club, not a political party or governmental agency. The 
church, the local church is most like a family. Thus, as a family, you treat the 
people in it as family. 

        That really is an odd thought if you really think about it. What do we 
gathered in this room have in common with each other? I spoke with someone 
this past week whose church is really his extended family. They are all related to 
each other, with previous generations buried in the grave yard behind the 
church. 

        But that is not the case with us. We are not all related to each other. We 
come from all over. Our basic commonality is that we live in the same area and 
have a core common commitment to our Savior, Jesus. But our backgrounds are 
different, our lifestyles are different, our family histories are different. And yet, 
Paul makes the point here that we are to treat each other as family. As a church, 
we are family. Now, you may be the crazy uncle we want to keep locked up in 
the closet, but we are family. Look around this room at your relatives. Do you 
even know all of their names? Do you know anything about them beyond their 
names? That is the challenge before us this morning, to start to see how our 
relationships with each other ought to be shaped by the concept of family, not 
club, not company, not agency, not strangers, not travelers on the same highway. 
We truly are a family. READ 1 Timothy 5:1-16. 

  

Main point: The church is to relate to each other as a healthy family. 



        I put it this way because we live in a day and society where families are too 
often messed up, where we have competing philosophies of what should 
constitute a family, where too many of us have very tainted perspectives on 
family. Let me put it this way, how many of us live in a home with multiple 
generations of family, with grandparents living in our home, or in the house 
behind our home? If you look around at the oldest homes in our community, 
they were designed for such living arrangements. Houses were huge because they 
were designed to accommodate multiple generations in the same space. We 
don’t live that way anymore. So, it might be tempting to just want to gloss over 
texts like this. And yet, we must not. We must take seriously our responsibilities 
to the various generations of our families. And if we cannot, then the church 
must. That is one of the points of this text. (3 parts) 

I. Discipline the people of the church as respected family. vv.1-2 

        Continuing the theme of the previous chapter to do your work as a pastor, 
ignoring those who look down on your youthfulness, Paul instructs young pastor 
Timothy how to deal with the older people in his congregation when he has to 
confront them about sin. 

        Before we get to his instruction, it would do us well to pause over the larger 
idea of church discipline. Oh yes, it is not too popular these days. And yes, there 
have been examples of discipline that has been overbearing and hurtful to the 
cause of Christ. But we neglect church discipline at our peril. As is true in the 
family, so it is true in the church. Taking appropriate steps in the face of 
unrepentant sin is a necessary part of the church. To take on such tasks is an 
essential part of church leadership. 

        I am the first to admit that I hate being involved in discipline situations. 
They are almost always messy, stress inducing and division prone. And yet, 
allowing sin to continue without comment, rebuke, action is not acceptable. There 
is and ought to be an expectation that a healthy church will discipline its wayward 
members. You do it for their sake, to turn them around. You do it for the church’s 
sake, so the church can be healthy. You do it for the sake of the gospel, knowing 
that God’s reputation is on the line when His people blatantly and unrepentantly 
live contrary to His Word. 



        Thankfully, most church discipline is handled quietly, privately, with only a 
few people knowing what has taken place. And know that it always takes a heavy 
toll on the leaders who have to deal with it. I trust you will always encourage your 
leaders to take appropriate action in the fact of unrepentant sin. A healthy church 
must be diligent to discipline its members. Okay, with that as a background, what 
is the instruction here for young pastor Timothy? 

  

        v.1- Do not rebuke an older man but encourage him as you would a father, 
younger men as brothers,  2 older women as mothers, younger women as sisters, 
in all purity.  

  

        Notice the strong word, “rebuke” and the softer, more tender word of 
“encourage,” or  appeal to, call to, or exhort. In other words, use a soft approach 
rather than a hard approach. He identifies the church people as “elders.” That 
term could refer to church leaders, it is the same word. But the general sense of 
the word is people who are older than you, as in “respect your elders.” The same 
word will be used in the feminine in the next phrase, women who are older.  When 
you have to confront someone in your church who is older than you, do not do 
so from a strong perspective, he writes. 

        In other words, in your role as a church leader, there will be times when you 
have to approach someone who is older than you to address troubling issues about 
their life. That comes with the territory of church leadership. But how? And the 
answer is as a valued and respected older member of your family. Do not lord 
your leadership position over them, but treat them gently as you would your father 
or grandfather, as your mother or grandmother. How would you confront your 
grandmother over her losing her temper in front of you? Would you send her to 
her room or make her sit in the corner? Would you get in her face and force her 
to cower? No, you would gently tell her what you saw her do and how that wasn’t 
appropriate. 



        The same is true with younger men, younger women. Treat them as a much 
loved brother or sister. They are not just troublesome people, making life 
miserable for you. They are beloved brothers and sisters who need to be corrected 
gently, with respect and dignity. Treat them like family, even when you have 
to  confront their wrong behavior. 

        It seems to me that every church leader must keep these words ever before 
them as they carry out their duties. Putting it in the context of loved family keeps 
us from utilizing our authority and power in an unhealthy way. Now, to be fair, 
Paul has already in this letter expressed some pretty strong words against false 
teachers and troublemakers in the church. And I am confident he would be a 
strong voice about such issues if he were among us today. But it is also true that 
all church leaders, all pastors, young pastors particularly can allow their positions 
of authority to cause them to act and speak rashly, harshly, out of positions of 
power rather than help. That is what Paul is addressing here. Treat the people of 
your church as respected and loved family, even when you have to discipline them. 
 

II.  The church is to honor its seniors, serving as a back-up when there is no 
family to care for them. vv. 3-8 

        We are not to be the first line source of help. That is to be the role of the 
biological family. But when one of our seniors does not have biological family to 
help, the church is to help, showing honor to our seniors. 

  

        3 Honor widows who are truly widows. 

  

The wording seems strange here. What is the difference between a widow 
and a truly widow? The difference comes from what we mean by “widow.” If by 
widow, we mean her husband has died, there are a lot of such people. But among 
that group are women who are truly left to fend for themselves. They have no 
back-up, no nest egg, no one to take care of them. They are truly left to fend for 
themselves. We see that distinction made clear in the following verses. 



 4 But if a widow has children or grandchildren, let them first learn to show 
godliness to their own household and to make some return to their parents, for 
this is pleasing in the sight of God. 

  

        This should make sense to us. The ones with primary responsibility to care 
for aging parents/grandparents are biological family, the children and 
grandchildren of the elderly person. They have first responsibility. They are to 
care for their elders. They are in the position of formerly receiving such care in 
years gone by. It is their responsibility to now reverse the situation and care for 
their parents. 

        The situation mentioned here is only heightened in our society. As I 
indicated at the outset, we no longer build houses planning to care for our elders 
as they age. Rarely do families expect to take such people in. We actually 
thought about that issue when we bought our current house. We actually made 
offers to parents on both sides, who turned us down. They chose not to come 
and live with us. 

        But that leaves us with some very expensive options as they need more and 
more care. Joan and I are living the reality of expensive care for seniors. But the 
truth is that we would not be equipped or able to provide such care at this stage. 
We have to be okay with paying people to do what we cannot do. We are still 
trying to honor our elders by doing what we can do. We are handling the 
finances of three such families right now. We have joked that in our retirement, 
we are going to start a business, “Estates R-Us!” But what about the senior 
citizen who doesn’t have family to take care of such things? This is where the 
church family comes in. 

  

 5 She who is truly a widow, left all alone, has set her hope on God and 
continues in supplications and prayers night and day,  6 but she who is self-
indulgent is dead even while she lives. 

  



        There is a church responsibility to care for those who have no family to 
fall back on. Older men and women who have served their Lord faithfully ought 
to be honored by their church with help in the days of their need. Or perhaps 
the family lives too far away for certain types of help. There needs to be a role 
for the church to honor its seniors by stepping into the gap. I know we have 
enjoyed seasons where such a church in our home territory has done well at such 
a calling with our aging parents, and we have scrambled when such a support 
network has broken down, feeling helpless from 9 hours away. Right now, there 
are two, count them two dearest saints who are doing their best to fill in the 
gap. We love them dearly and treasure their help and tell them so each time we 
talk with them. 

        But we also see here that not all such seniors ought to expect such help. 
There is no entitlement scenario presented. Notice the strong language, “she 
who is self-indulgent is dead even while she lives.” Ouch! The one who lives for 
self ought not expect that their church family will care for them when they can’t. 
This is family, we care for each other. If I think it is beneath me to visit a shut-
in, I ought not expect anyone to visit me when I am a shut-in. Can you see that 
here? Healthy families don’t operate that way. Healthy families give and take. 

  

 7 Command these things as well, so that they may be without reproach.  8 But 
if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for members of his 
household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. 

  

        Again, ouch! But oh so true! It is not the responsibility of others to take 
care of me and mine. The first responsibility belongs to me. The church is just a 
back-up in case I can’t. It is not to be a rescuer in case I won’t. There ought not 
be an expectation that the church will so I don’t have to. In fact, it brings 
reproach upon our Lord when we have such an attitude and reproach upon us as 
His church when we expect others to fulfill what is really our responsibility. 



        Once more, Joan and I are living in this reality. We are doing our best to 
be honorable to our elders. We know how hard this is and how much it costs. 
But it is a burden we gladly bear. We are who we are because of the influence of 
our elders, our parents and grandparents. It is an honor to show them honor at 
this stage of life and death. I am thankful that we have not had to depend too 
much on the church, but I know how valuable such help is. Everyone needs a 
church family to support them. 

III. The church is to use discretion on whom it will help. 

        This section of the text seems to be taken right from the problems of our 
society. We are fast becoming a people who expect others to help us, even when 
we really don’t need the help. Yes, the church is to stand ready to help those in 
need. But no, not everyone who thinks they need help ought to be helped. The 
church is not to be a dispensary of welfare. Some people need and deserve help. 
Others need to learn to depend on other sources for their help. Over the years, I 
have been amazed at the community and traveling public who walk through our 
doors and think we ought to solve their problems for them. Traveling across 
country with a broken down car and no money for gas is NOT a good plan. 
You ought not expect the church to help you complete it! 

Oh, if only government would use such discretion! The truth is that we 
are becoming an entitlement society, where government help is expected. But the 
church must never become such a blank check group. Some causes, some 
situations are more worthy of assistance than others. 

  

9 Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, having been 
the wife of one husband,  10 and having a reputation for good works: if she has 
brought up children, has shown hospitality, has washed the feet of the saints, has 
cared for the afflicted, and has devoted herself to every good work. 

  

        There need to be limits, conditions, qualifications on the people you help. 
If this seems harsh to you, it probably means you have bought into the 



prevailing perspective of our entitlement society. The general picture here is that 
the people who have lived a life of devotion to God and been active participants 
in the church family ought to expect that the church will fill the gaps in caring 
for them if their biological families can’t. But this isn’t a blanket entitlement. 
You have to be at an age where you can’t be expected to fend for yourself or 
find a new spouse who will care for you. By lifestyle, as mentioned here, you 
have cared for your church family over the years. The same ought to be shown 
to you. Church, do your job! 

  

 11 But refuse to enroll younger widows, for when their passions draw them 
away from Christ, they desire to marry  12 and so incur condemnation for 
having abandoned their former faith.  13 Besides that, they learn to be idlers, 
going about from house to house, and not only idlers, but also gossips and 
busybodies, saying what they should not. 

  

        On the other side are people who are prone to game the system. Don’t 
automatically offer help to someone who is younger, who will probably soon 
want to marry again and give up this declaration of dependence upon the church 
to help them for the rest of their lives. Now, there are certainly situations where 
such temporary help is needed and valuable. But the church ought not commit 
itself to help for life. Help for life is reserved only for those who commit 
themselves for life to be dedicated to serving God and depending on the church 
to take care of them. Younger people, almost by definition, are not in a position 
to commit that. Indeed, if you take someone who is able bodied, completely 
capable of caring for themselves, and you tell them that you will care for them 
for life, how might they respond? We see it here, they will LEARN to be couch 
potatoes, gossips, busybodies. Don’t encourage such bad behavior. 

It seems to me that Paul has seen this happen personally. It could be that 
this was a common situation in Ephesus. It could be a result of a more 
prosperous society where men go off to war and never come back, leaving 
widows behind who turn to the church to support them. That would make 



sense to me. I could see such widows rather enjoying their freedom and status 
within society. Paul has probably seen such women exploit their predicament 
and he wants the church to have no part of it. 

  

 14 So I would have younger widows marry, bear children, manage their 
households, and give the adversary no occasion for slander.  15 For some have 
already strayed after Satan.  16 If any believing woman has relatives who are 
widows, let her care for them. Let the church not be burdened, so that it may 
care for those who are truly widows. 

  

         We see it again here. Let the family be the first place to turn for help, and 
for mission during those years of being a widow. Let such a widow have as 
primary mission to care for the elderly of HER family. The church does not 
need to add such a widow to their list of people to take care of. There will 
always be enough people who actually need the help of the church. Even these 
days, as people live longer lives, there will be an increasing number of situations 
to deal with. We here at Hillcrest are a young church, we have few older saints 
among us. And yet we have some, and I am so, so thankful for the faithful 
volunteers who meet such needs, care for such people, provide transportation 
and help. I know as a pastor it is very satisfying to know there are others who 
shoulder this load. Could we do more, better? Of course, always. But I am so 
thankful for the ministry we are able to provide to the seniors among us. Who 
knows, I may be such a person who needs help some day? As so many seem to 
feel the need to remind me these days, “You know, you are not as young as you 
once were!” Such helpful reminders by caring members of our family! 

  

        If we believe this passage is the Word of God, then what should be 
different about our lives? 

  



        1) We will see our church family as family. 

  

        2) We will treat each other as respected members of one family. 

  

        3) We will confront sin in the family with due respect. 

  

        4) We will care for those among us who truly need it. 

  

        5) We will remember that biological families have first responsibility to 
provide care when possible. 

  

        6) We will expect as many as can to provide for and care for themselves 
and their own. 

  

        7) We will seek to have people live productive lives rather than destructive 
lives. 

        

        8) We will give thanks for those who give care to our seniors. 

 


