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Respecting Elders 
February 12, 2023 
1 Timothy 5:17-25 

As we continue our study of Paul’s first letter to Timothy, we come 
to a most awkward point, 1 Timothy 5:17-25. In this season filled with 
awkwardness for me, this one is perhaps the most awkward of all. We 
have before us a passage which lays out how a congregation ought to treat 
its pastors, its elders who preach and teach. And I have to preach it…with 
authority, with conviction, when it deals with how you should treat me. 
That’s awkward! And then, I am preaching this at a time when there is a 
transition in my position, when I am about to retire and a new pastor is 
about to take my place. There is going to be a celebration this spring, 
celebrating my retirement…and here I am preaching with conviction that 
you ought to give double honor (in the words of the text) to those who 
preach and teach well. Can we all agree that this puts me in a very 
awkward position? 

Yes, this is why my habit is to preach texts, systematically going 
through texts, preaching whatever the text says. This is how you avoid 
preaching selfishly (preaching with hidden messages) or preaching 
selectively (avoiding texts that make us uncomfortable). Rather, in my 
desire to preach the whole counsel of God, we work our way through the 
text and preach what it says, today we take on how to treat your pastor. 

So, here goes. Know that there are no hidden messages here, no axes 
to grind, no “I’m on my way out the door so I’ll say what I really think.” 
This is NOT a sermon prompted by my time here or time in ministry in 
general. Although, this is a sermon which has years of ministry, both my 
own ministry and that of my colleagues and friends, ever before me. I do 
see it as my responsibility to help a congregation understand what it is 
like to be a pastor, the very thing that Paul was doing here. As I’ve stated 
before, Paul may have been writing to Timothy, but he clearly intended 
this letter to be read before the congregation and internalized by them. 
Much of this passage is directed toward them, not Timothy. In other 
words, as I picture Timothy standing before his congregation reading this 
letter, I picture him being in the same awkward place I find myself in. He 
reads to them this letter telling them how they ought to be treating him. 
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Hear this section of the letter for yourselves. Remember, this comes 
to you as the Word of God. READ 1 Timothy 5:17-25. 

  
Main point: God expects His leaders to be godly and His people to treat 
their godly leaders with honor. 
 
 Notice again that it is framed in the idea of godliness. This whole 
letter is framed by the desire for godliness, here the expectation that 
church leaders, elders, pastors will be godly and that their flock will treat 
them in godly ways. Again, is this a given? Are all pastors godly? Do all 
churches treat their pastors in godly ways? Not at all. That’s why we need 
to hear these words, chew on them, examine our hearts to see how we are 
doing. 
 This topic is perhaps especially timely in our day, in our society. 
Respect for clergy, for church leaders in general has been in decline for a 
long time. In days gone by, pastors were among those trusted most in 
society, but no more. It seems clear to me that we are at a low point. 
Pastors are not usually lifted up, they are put down, ridiculed, made the 
evil people in movies, or the butt of jokes. How long has it been since you 
called a pastor, “reverend,” or revered one? Most of you do not even call 
me Pastor. I am just Curt. And I don’t really care. It doesn’t bother me. 
The only time I refer to myself as “Reverend” is when I sign in to a 
wedding or funeral and imagine family looking at the book years later, not 
knowing who I am.  
 Within our tradition, we as pastors want to be considered on your 
level, not over you. We don’t wear clerical collars, robes, in these days we 
don’t even wear a suit to preach. I fully support that trend. But it comes at 
a price. With such informality comes a comfort level that can tend toward 
a lack of respect, a lack of honor, even a “he works for us” sort of 
attitude. It is that lack of respect that has to be addressed. That is Paul’s 
purpose here in chapter 5.  

So, here we are. This sermon is for you. Hear it as the Word of 
God. (4 parts) 
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I. Good and godly leaders deserve to be treated honorably. vv.17-18  
 It is God honoring to treat your pastor with honor. It is NOT God 
honoring to treat him as a “hired man.”  

v.17- Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double 
honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching.  18 For the 
Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,” 
and, “The laborer deserves his wages.”    

 
 v.17- “elders who rule well” --back to the technical definition of 
the word “elder” --here it refers to the ones who are responsible for 
oversight of the church.  Notice it is not all leaders here, but ones with 
certain responsibilities and ones who carry out those responsibilities well.   
 “worthy of double honor” --double of what?  Not the widows of 
the passage before.  The point is not to compare with others, but twice as 
much as you might be inclined, similar to the firstborn receiving a double 
portion.  IOW- “If you have a leader who is doing his job well in your 
church, treat him with twice as much honor as you might otherwise be 
inclined.  Go overboard with your honor.” 
 “especially those who labor in preaching and teaching” --within that 
category of leaders who lead is a sub-category of those who spend their 
time concentrating on preaching and teaching.  If you have a good 
preacher, then treat him with twice as much honor as you think he 
deserves. 
 v.18- “For the Scripture says” --introduces the first of two quotes, 
one from Deut.25:4, the second from Luke 10:7.  Interesting that it 
appears here that Paul thinks of Jesus' words as Scripture (usually it is 
confined to OT). 
 “You shall not muzzle an ox...” --In other words, when someone is 
working, you don't put restrictions on him so that he cannot eat.  When 
he is doing your work, you don't see it as your job to push him around.  
He's the one who is working. Allow him the space in his life to focus on 
preaching and teaching rather than finding ways to support his family. An 
ox can either make the gristmill work or it can go out and forage for grass. 
It cannot do both. That is the principle for those who spend their time 
preparing for teaching and preaching. It is a hard and worthy endeavor.  
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 “the laborer deserves his wages” --here he explicitly makes the 
connection with wages.  The point is that if someone is doing the work, 
he deserves to be paid well for it.  He should not be scraping to buy food 
and keep his family in clothes.  A pastor should be able to live at least at 
community standards.  His income should be at the same level as the 
people in his church. I find it ironic that the IRS values pastoral ministry 
more than some churches. They give him a tax advantage on his residence.  
 What is the point?  God's people are not to take advantage of the 
servant's heart of its leaders.  Does this take place?  You bet.  I know 
churches which have the attitude that we must not pay our pastor too 
much so that we know he has a servant's heart.  HOGWASH!! 
 Are there churches which take advantage of their pastors?  You bet.  
Are there churches where pastors are not doubly honored?  Far, far too 
many. 
 I hope you can see why I did not want to preach this passage.  For 
one thing, you might take it too personally.  I am preaching the text 
because that is the text.  There is no hidden agenda.  I am not speaking 
for myself, but for all pastors who work hard at preaching and teaching. 
Preaching and teaching is hard work. I’ve heard that preaching a sermon 
uses the same amount of energy as a full day’s work, and I believe it. I 
know I am exhausted and starving when I get home on Sunday.  

But this passage needs to be preached because I do think we have a 
problem with honoring godly Christian leaders.  I think there is an 
attitude in our society that Christian leaders, pastors and missionaries, are 
hired hands.  They are there because of our good graces and we want to 
make sure they know it.  “If I don't give, then you don't get paid.  So 
you'd better do as I want.” I’ve had more than one such person who made 
that clear to me.   
 How many of you would take a position with hundreds of bosses, 
where you were required to work every weekend a year but a few, where 
you rarely have two days off in a row, where you work more nights per 
week than you are at home with your family, and you are on call 24 hours 
a day?  I have concluded that only farmers come close.  As I have stated 
before, only a fool would choose this profession.  That is why I believe so 
strongly in God's calling to ministry. You become a pastor because you 
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are called by God to be a pastor. This is not a job, not a profession, it is a 
calling. 
 And yet, the Church must not take advantage of the calling.  Just as 
a pastor is called to minister, so the people are called to honor him while 
he ministers, while he treads out the grain on their behalf.  Godly leaders 
are worthy of special honor. 
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II.  Godly leaders are to be protected from false accusations. vv.19-20  
 As is clear here, truthful accusations are to be taken seriously, very 
seriously. But in our society, in our day, in the days of social media, it is 
easy to make accusations. They don’t have to be true, the accusation can 
destroy you. And for a variety of reasons, church leaders are especially 
vulnerable. I’ll give you one of the reasons, “they know things you and 
they wish they did not know.” That is one of the lessons I have had to 
learn in ministry over the years: knowing someone’s secret makes you 
vulnerable to attack. And because of your vow of confidentiality, you 
often cannot respond to the accusation. You cannot tell what you know. 
The accuser knows that. So church, be careful what you believe in the 
negative about your pastor or elder. There may be more to the story than 
you know. 
  
 19 Do not admit a charge against an elder except on the evidence of 
two or three witnesses.   
 
 v.19- The two or three witnesses is intended to give credibility to 
the accusation, just as it might be in a court of law. It is way too easy to 
make an accusation, but if it is confirmed by two or three, then it is to be 
taken seriously. If it is not confirmed by two or three witnesses, then it is 
to be ignored or even rebuked. My experience is that this principle is too 
often ignored. We give credibility to accusers. And there are surely people 
who have done despicable things that only one person knows about. This 
is not meant to hide despicable behavior. This is clear. But there ought to 
be a benefit of the doubt for those who faithfully serve as your leaders. 
Make the threshold of accusation high.  

We live in a society bent on destroying people through accusation.  
Pastors risk doom every time they meet with women in their offices. And 
yes, some have abused their place of responsibility. But all it would take 
would be one accusation and it would mean the end of ministry forever, 
being accused is often equated with guilt. 
 But there is a much more common way in which accusations are 
received against leaders.  It happens when two or three people are sharing 
a phone conversation or a cup of coffee together and the conversation 
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turns to church matters.  It happens when one person “shares” their 
frustrations with leaders instead of going to the leader involved.  When 
you hear someone saying such things, Scripture calls you to stop the 
conversation and direct them to the appropriate people involved. If they 
need support, go with them. If they refuse, then stop the conversation.  
Otherwise you are receiving an accusation against an elder without the 
two or three witnesses this verse calls for.  
 Paul here admonishes Timothy's congregation to give their leader 
the benefit of the doubt.  Be doubly or triply sure of wrong doing before 
you accuse.  Don't believe every negative thing you hear about your 
leaders.  They are perfect targets for someone to destroy, to flex their 
muscle by seeking the demise of someone else.  The church is called to 
protect its leaders from just such situations. Pastors particularly are 
vulnerable to attack. 
 
20 As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so 
that the rest may stand in fear. 
 
 But the opposite is true as well. When a pastor or other leader is 
found to be guilty of something serious and refuses to change their ways, 
then deal with it, publicly if the situation warrants it. To stand before 
people and exhort them to apply the Word of God to their lives comes 
with an expectation that failure to do so on the part of the one speaking is 
a serious matter.  All should know that no one is exempt from the 
commands of Scripture. You cannot have a situation as we so often see in 
Washington where our leaders make laws to restrict us, but they exempt 
themselves from the laws. Not so within the church. Preaching against sin 
and then persisting in that very same sin is serious business to God. You 
have to practice what you preach. Sin is serious. Sin among leaders is even 
more serious because it affects more people. It can ruin churches. So, take 
it seriously, just don’t believe everything you hear. 
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III. Godly leaders don’t play favorites. v.21  
I am very well aware of the tug of showing favoritism, of looking 

the other way toward those who are close to you, or are in a position to 
favor you. Or, looking with favor on those who favor you. There are 
strong reasons you might do so, but don’t. God expects the word of God 
to fall equally on all. James 2 deals with this issue at some length. 

 
21 In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of the elect 

angels I charge you to keep these rules without prejudging, doing nothing 
from partiality. 

 
Again, Paul sees no inconsistency with showing honor to someone 

and at the same time expecting high standards as well. 
 v.21- “In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of the elect 
angels” I don’t know about you, but I think Paul is bringing out the big 
guns here. In other words, this is a matter of grave importance, not a 
trivial matter, but one of utmost consequence. He is pleading with 
Timothy not to favor some people, power people. 
 “keep these rules without prejudging, doing nothing from 
partiality.”  In other words, Timothy, do these things, teach things, hold 
these standards in your church ALWAYS.  It is not acceptable to be 
selective in your standards.  If it is wrong to have an unrepentant leader, 
then it is always wrong to have an unrepentant leader, even if he is your 
closest friend.  If you make standards, then apply those standards equally 
across the board, not just to those whom you do not like, or those you 
don’t want to be on their bad side. 
 Isn't that just like us?  Look at what goes on in Washington.  One 
party is outraged when one of the opposition is caught in impropriety.  
Yet when one of their own is caught, they are silent or defend the guilty.  
They apply the rules selectively.  That happens all the time in 
Washington, on both sides of the aisle. They favor their friends, but 
humiliate their opponents.  They give their friends the benefit of the 
doubt, but judge their adversaries without seeing evidence. 
 It must not be so in the church.  Right is right.  Wrong is wrong, 
no matter who does it.  The church must not be a “good-old-boys” 
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network. This may be “business as usual” elsewhere, but it is a serious 
breach within the church. Don’t go in that direction!!!  
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IV. Godly leaders must do what is right in each situation, knowing 
that God sees the bigger picture. vv. 22-25 

Knowing this necessitates wisdom and discernment. Yes, pastoral 
ministry could lead to high levels of anxiety, anguish. But for the leader 
who knows who he is and who his God is, there can be a peace in the 
midst of all of it. 

 
22 Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the 

sins of others; keep yourself pure.   
 

 “Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands,” There is some 
disagreement over the situation described here, but it seems obvious to me 
that Paul is speaking here about something like ordination, the setting 
apart for life of ministry, or perhaps the appointment of various 
leadership positions within the church. Don’t rush to make someone a 
leader. Give thought to the action first.  Do not set apart just anyone.  
Make sure they are suitable for ministry. Watch them for a while before 
you ask them to shoulder such a huge responsibility. 
 “nor take part in the sins of others” --When a person sins, he or she 
affects himself and perhaps a few others.  But when a leader sins, the sin 
spreads.  It affects many others.  Caution and wisdom are the rule of the 
day. As a church leader, Timothy, keep yourself away from sinful 
situations. 
 “Keep yourself pure.” --Broader than just the previous sentence.   
Could be a capstone to what Paul is saying.  Leader, live a pure life.  Do 
not be involved in sin. Know that your sins spread, impacting not just 
yourself but your whole church. When they fail, they fail. When you fail, 
the whole church just might fail.  
 In the EFCA, this is why we have a three-year process of 
ordination.  We do not require ordination before beginning ministry. No, 
you start the process and then others watch how it goes for 3 plus years 
before a setting apart for life. I see the wisdom in this process.  Before 
ordination, there is training and testing in school.  There is often an 
internship period for “on-the-job” training and evaluation.  Then there is 
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an interview process, both with a local church and with denominational 
officials.  Then there is a temporary license arrangement.   
 After at least three years of experience, there is a formal grilling of 
theology, lifestyle, and ministry.  Then there is ordination.  The process 
does not eliminate all problems, but it does minimize them. Why? 
Because God rightfully expects godly living from His leaders. 
 

23 (No longer drink only water, but use a little wine for the sake of 
your stomach and your frequent ailments.)   

 
 “(No longer drink water only, but use a little wine for the sake of 
your stomach and your frequent ailments.) – Here we go! I know some of 
you are eagerly waiting to see how I will preach this verse, given my 
lifestyle and background. Paul is being the doctor here. Timothy, you 
have denied yourself something (for whatever reason, but it seems possible 
to me that the reason was spiritual) that will actually be good for you. But 
in doing so, you have created other problems for yourself. I suspect 
Timothy dealt with anxiety and his restriction to just water only made his 
situation worse. 
 It was humorous for me to read the commentaries on this verse.  
They talked of grape juice instead of wine.  They talked of weaker wine.  
They talked of the need to drink wine because of bad water.  They all 
missed the point.  These things may all be true, but that is not Paul's 
point. 
 The point is that Timothy was afraid or unwilling to use something 
that God had created for his good, in this case the fruit of the grape vine.  
Paul gave him permission, no told him, to give thanks to God for it and 
use it if that would help his health.  It might be the same for us with pain-
killers or certain other medications.  If they can help you without 
destroying you, take them responsibly with thanksgiving.  You are not 
more noble for suffering needlessly. 
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24 The sins of some people are conspicuous, going before them to 
judgment, but the sins of others appear later.  25 So also good works are 
conspicuous, and even those that are not cannot remain hidden. 
 

These verses deal with fairness of what Timothy might see around 
him.  Paul here tells us that we are to keep ourselves free from sin even 
when others don't, because God sees everything and will judge righteously.  
Everyone will be reward for their good works or punished for their 
wickedness, no matter what the present situation might indicate.  So just 
do the right thing and trust God to make things right. Certainly this is 
good advice for us all, and particularly for those given charge over the 
church. 

This section might seem disjointed, but it has some valuable things 
for us to consider. Will we treat with honor, those whom God has called 
into positions of leadership?  Will we adequately compensate spiritual 
leaders for their labors?  Will we give them the benefit of the doubt when 
faced with their accusers? 
 On the other hand, will we allow sin to fester among leaders, or will 
we deal with it biblically?  Will we be impartial in our administration of 
standards for leadership?  Will we commit ourselves to keeping free from 
sin and doing what is right, even if it gets us into trouble with others? 
Those are great questions for any and every church! 
 Yes, God has both high regard and high expectations for His 
leaders.  Are we in tune with God on this issue?  I ask you to examine 
yourselves as I have had to examine myself. 
 
 If we believe this passage is the Word of God, then what should be 
different about our lives? 
 
 1) We will view those who lead us spiritually with honor, knowing 
their burden is heavy. 
 
 2) We will be careful and diligent when accusations are brought 
forward against our leaders. 
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 3) We will be careful to treat people equally, not with partiality. 
 
 4) We will see church leadership as a serious thing, a calling, not 
like a job. 
 
 5) We will live to please God and not people, knowing that He 
knows all things. 
  


