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1 TIMOTHY 3 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 It is a trustworthy statement: if any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a 
fine work he desires to do. 
 
ch 3 While the identity of the false teachers and the problems that they have caused in 

Ephesus have been a major feature of 1 Timothy chs. 1-2, ch. 3 gives a portrayal of proper 
leaders within the assembly, even though the Ephesian situation is still very much in view. 
These leaders are responsible for the administration of the assembly, they must have 
impeccable personal character, and they must be able servants toward other people—both 
inside and outside of the home. Regardless of whether an interpreter is a complementarian 
or an egalitarian, all are agreed that those within the leadership and maintenance of the 
assembly are to be persons of high caliber. The offices of leadership within the ekklēsia are 
not just available to anybody. Within Paul’s instruction of ch. 3, there is a likely comparison 
and contrast with ancient Jewish and classical virtue lists, meaning that the different 
characteristics which leaders are to possess should have been easily understood by the 
Ephesians. 

While the preceding ch. 2 has commonly, and we should think incorrectly, been 
viewed as a kind of “church manual” throughout history—ch. 3 has been targeted even 
more so as a “church manual.” William D. Mounce describes, “Chap. 3, perhaps more than 
any other chapter in the PE, has been interpreted as a church manual written apart from a 
specific historical situation...However, the message of the chapter is missed if the reader 
does not interpret it in light of the Ephesian situation.”1 It is inappropriate for any of us to 
just start reading through 1 Timothy 3, and somehow act as though these are isolated verses, 
unaffected by the false teaching that had been circulating in Ephesus. Philip H. Towner 
indicates how important it is to recognize, “Some of the opponents themselves may have 
been elders, whose defection would not only create a vacuum in the leadership ranks but 
also promote competition to fill their spots. This kind of disturbance might also have 
planted seeds of doubt about the leadership positions and the people filling them.”2 

 
1 Mounce, 153; cf. Ibid., pp 156-160 for a useful conversation on what he calls “The ad hoc nature of 

the...qualifications.” 
2 Towner, 239. 
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Previously, there had already been elders (Grk. sing. presbuteros) appointed within the 
Ephesian assembly (Acts 20:17). Gordon D. Fee explains, “It must be noted that in contrast to 
Titus (1:5) Timothy has not been left in Ephesus to appoint elders. Indeed, everything in 1 
Timothy, as well as the evidence from Acts 20, indicates that there already were elders in 
this church.”3 Paul’s instruction to Timothy within ch. 3, then, should be correctly 
approached from the perspective that there was already an existent style of leadership in 
place in Ephesus, which Timothy will just have to work with. Many of the specific qualities, 
that overseers and deacons will have to have, will in some way be employed to halt any of 
the resonating problems the false teaching had created. Ben Witherington III observes how 
“Timothy is organizing an already extant situation in which some apparently are aspiring to 
be leaders or overseers, while at the same time some are already false teachers.”4 To what 
degree had the false teaching in Ephesus disrupted what was already in place? Timothy had 
to see new leaders appointed, to replace some who had been influenced by the false 
teaching. 

If you have read 1 Timothy 3 as presenting a kind of universal manual for 
congregational administration in the past, what might an Ephesian-specific view of the 
instructions reveal to you? Is Paul offering instructions that present the ideal leadership 
model for all congregations and assemblies of Messiah followers? Or, is he commenting on 
what was already in place in Ephesus, and how he wants to see some problems solved with 
proper overseers and deacons recognized? If the latter is the correct approach to the 
instruction, then 1 Timothy 3 surely does give us important information to consider when 
establishing congregational leadership, but more in a consultative sense. The spiritual 
qualities detailed in ch. 3 contain important markers to judge whether or not a person is 
qualified for being an overseer or deacon, but they should not be considered to be the only 
important characteristics required for a Twenty-First Century setting. 

There is, in reality, no single form or template of congregational government laid out 
within the Apostolic Scriptures (also consult 1 Corinthians chs. 12-14). There is to be 
congregational organization and leadership to be sure, and it is by no means to be some sort 
of loose, “led by the Spirit” model with no definite person or board of persons in charge. 1 
Timothy 3 gives us some important information to consider should we ever be placed into a 
situation where establishing a useful and effective form of congregational leadership is 
necessary. When reading through the Pauline letters, though, Witherington advises, “there 
were a variety of de facto criteria for ministry in the Pauline churches: some pneumatic, 
some social, some practical.”5 Admittedly, in establishing a style of leadership that is able to 
best serve the needs of the Body of Messiah, we have to entreat the Holy Spirit to give us 
wisdom and discernment to appreciate instructive passages like 1 Timothy 3, but recognize 
that they were originally given for a very specific ancient context. 

 
3 Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 78. 
4 Witherington, 233. 
5 Ibid. 
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3:1 It is to be correctly recognized that the leadership structure of the First Century 
Messianic movement was largely inherited from the Jewish Synagogue.6 However, we do 
have to exhibit some caution in how we approach the various offices described, specifically 
because of developments in later Christian history. 

V. 1 includes the praiseful “It is a trustworthy statement...” in that desiring to be an 
overseer is a fine work. It is notable that “man” does not appear in the source text of v. 1, Ei 
tis episkopēs oregetai, better rendered as “If anyone aspires to the office of overseer” (ESV). 
We also should recognize how there is no definite agreement on how to view the office of 
episkopē. 

How should we understand the term episkopē? Is it an “overseer” (NASU, NIV, ESV), 
“bishop” (KJV, RSV, NRSV), “elder” (NLT), or “congregation leader” (CJB)? BDAG provides 
the general definitions of “position of responsibility, position, assignment” and 
“engagement in oversight, supervision.”7 Those who hold to Deutero-Pauline authorship 
of the Pastoral Epistles think that episkopē is a Second Century office being described, more 
along the lines of the formalized Church government that would be established via the birth 
of Roman Catholicism. This goes too far, because even if one renders episkopē as “bishop,” 
nowhere can the term be understood in either the Roman Catholic or Anglican sense. 
Donald Guthrie explains, “In its original usage, at least until the time of Ignatius, it was 
restricted to those who exercised oversight in the local church...There is no hint here or 
elsewhere in the Pastorals of the monarchial episcopacy so much lauded by Ignatius.”8 
Towner is right to direct us, “It seems preferable to avoid the translation ‘bishop’ since this 
term carries so much later ecclesiastical baggage with it.”9 The rendering of “overseer” is 
generally the best, as it captures much of what entails senior congregational leadership. 

The situation-specific contexts of the Pastoral Epistles are seen in comparing and 
contrasting the description of “overseer” in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 with that of Titus 1:5-7. 
Witherington observes, “in Titus 1:5-7 the term ‘overseer’ seems more of a functional 
description of something that elders or some elders are to do, but here one can argue that it 
seems to refer to more of a clear, distinguishable ministerial role or position.”10 Even though 
it can be tempting to totally blend the material of 1 Timothy and Titus together, as the two 
letters were written at just about the same time, the circumstances in Ephesus and Crete did 
have some differences—with the latter being a much newer assemblage of Messiah 
followers. Later Church history bears out how the office of episkopē would see bishops 
exercising authority over broad geographical areas, whereas in the Pastorals it is more of a 

 
6 Cf. Towner, pp 242-243. 
7 BDAG, 379. 
8 Guthrie, Pastoral Epistles, 91; cf. Mounce, pp 153-154, 186-192. 
Cf. Ignatius Letter to the Trallians 2:1; 3:1; Letter to the Ephesians 6:1. 
9 Towner, 244. 
10 Witherington, 235. 
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role of high administration over a congregation, although with varied degrees of service 
responsibility. 

Both “overseer” and “elder” are commonly thought to be relatively synonymous terms 
(5:17-22; cf. Acts 14:23; 20:17, 28; 1 Peter 5:1-2), as Fee notes, “It is altogether likely that the 
terms episkopoi, ‘overseers’...and presbyteroi, ‘elders’...are partially interchangeable.”11 It is to 
be stressed that scholars have very limited knowledge about the leadership structure of the 
First Century Messianic community, and as Towner informs us, “it is so limited that it is 
impossible to determine anything more than the broadest parameters of the authority 
structure”12 of a local assembly. We should also remember how neither Timothy nor Titus 
exercise local responsibilities, and serve as administrators or superintendents over a 
regional area. In the case of 1 Timothy, while we have made reference to the Ephesian 
assembly or congregation, this was most likely made up of various sub-groups or 
fellowships, within which overseers/elders played an important leadership function. 

Paul commends those who would desire to be overseers within the assembly: “If 
anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he desires a noble task” (NIV), kalou ergou 
epithumei. Serving as a leader within the congregation of Believers is a worthy and 
admirable work, but it is not at all akin to “running for office,” as though being a recognized 
leader in the Body of Messiah is like being a member of Congress or Parliament. I. Howard 
Marshall & Philip H. Towner point out, “the force is...to stress that church leadership, which 
is indeed a worthy task as the saying testifies, should be done well, and therefore...it 
requires people of the highest moral and spiritual character with the appropriate 
qualities.”13 Being an overseer entails having various financial responsibilities within the 
ekklēsia, in seeing that offerings are collected and distributed appropriately (cf. 2 
Corinthians 11:9; Philippians 4:10-20). This was also true of the responsibilities of an 
overseer in the Qumran community: 

“This is the rule of the general membership for meeting all their needs: a wage of two 
days every month at least shall be given to the Overseer. Then the judges will give some of it 
for their wounded, with some of it they will support the poor and needy, and the [feeble] 
elder, the man with a skin disease, whoever is taken captive by a foreign nation, the girl 
without a near kinsman, the boy without an advocate; and the rest for the business of the 
entire community” (CD 14.12-16).14 

Much of ch. 3 will address the observable behavior of those within the leadership 
structure of the Ephesian congregation. While ch. 3 could in some ways be viewed as having 
a negative tone, as there were problems that needed to be fixed in Ephesus, Paul’s guidelines 
need not be approached this way. Mounce thinks, “It seems...that any hesitancy to accept 

 
11 Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 78; cf. 1 Clement 44:1, 4. 
12 Towner, 424. 
13 Marshall & Towner, 477. 
14 Michael Wise, Martin Abegg, Jr., and Edward Cook, trans., The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New Translation (San 

Francisco: HarperCollins, 1996), 72. 



1 TIMOTHY 3 

- 139 - 

positions of leadership by members of the Ephesian church was the result of the excess of 
the opponents.”15 If positions of leadership opened up because of the false teachers 
providing vacancies, how easy or difficult would it be to fill up empty slots? New leaders had 
to have excellent personal qualities, but some would certainly have needed to be 
encouraged. When positions of spiritual power have been abused, there undoubtedly comes 
with new leaders some fear in having to replace those who have made serious mistakes. 
 

 
2 An overseer, then, must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, temperate, 
prudent, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not addicted to wine or 
pugnacious, but gentle, peaceable, free from the love of money. 4 He must be one 
who manages his own household well, keeping his children under control with all 
dignity 5 (but if a man does not know how to manage his own household, how will 
he take care of the [assembly] of God?), 
 
3:2a Vs. 2-7 summarize the basic requirements that the overseers in Ephesus need to 

be demonstrating. Paul begins in v. 2, “an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of 
one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach” (ESV). We do 
see a degree of overlap with Titus 1:6-7,16 which for a commentator like Towner is an 
indication that “the replication of this phrase...at Titus 1:7 suggests that Paul has adapted (or 
created) a standard set of instructions to both situations.”17 Even with there being some 
notable differences between the Ephesian and Cretan situations, there is still commonality. 

As important as the qualifications of an overseer are (discussed further), how are they 
intensified when the false teaching circulating in Ephesus is kept in view? It is fair to 
recognize that those within the leadership structure of the assembly are held to a higher 
ethical and moral standard than other people. They will be held to public scrutiny, not only in 
their personal lives but how they represent the Body of Messiah to the wider world. In his 
description of a proper general, perhaps paralleling v. 2, the First Century philosopher 
Onasander said, “We must choose a general...because he is temperate, self-restrained, 
vigilant, frugal, hardened to labor, alert, free from avarice, neither too young nor too old, 
indeed a father of children if possible, a ready speaker, a man with good reputation.”18 

 
15 Mounce, 167. 
16 “[I]f any man is above reproach, the husband of one wife, having children who believe, not accused of 

dissipation or rebellion. For the overseer must be above reproach as God's steward, not self-willed, not quick-
tempered, not addicted to wine, not pugnacious, not fond of sordid gain” (Titus 1:6-7). 

17 Towner, 249. 
18 Witherington, 236. 
Also useful for consultation could be Polycarp Letter to the Philippians 4:2-6:1. 
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The first quality an overseer must possess is to be anepilēmptos, “not open to attack, not 
censured, blameless” (LS),19 a term only used in 1 Timothy, also employed to describe widows 
(5:7), and how all Believers are to be diligent Messiah followers (6:14). 

3:2b The second quality, believe it or not, has actually stirred some discussion. The 
overseer is to be a mias gunaikos andra, sometimes taken to mean a “‘one-woman’ man” 
(WBC).20 Can this at all be understood in terms of the false teachers forbidding marriage 
(4:3), with sexual promiscuity a potential problem (cf. 2 Timothy 3:6)? There have been four 
main ways that “the husband of one wife” has been interpreted: 

1. An overseer must be a married man 
2. An overseer cannot be polygamous 
3. An overseer must be faithful in marriage 
4. An overseer cannot be remarried or divorced 
The idea that an unmarried man cannot serve as a leader in the assembly must be 

immediately rejected, because of the simple fact that there is no Biblical evidence that Paul 
or Timothy were ever married—and such an assertion would immediately disqualify them. 
Yeshua and most of the Apostles were also unmarried. Elsewhere Paul actually claims that an 
unmarried state is preferable for some kinds of ministry (1 Corinthians 7:32-40). 

There are questions about whether v. 2 even applies to the issue of polygamy, because 
First Century Judaism was largely (with some exceptions)21 monogamous. In the Third and 
Fourth Centuries C.E. polygamy became illegal in the Roman Empire, although some Jews 
continued to practice it.22 Polygamy may have been an issue for those in Ephesus, because it 
was a very cosmopolitan place with people from all over the Empire and beyond, and v. 2 
would surely ban polygamists from the leadership of the ekklēsia were they to ever become 
Believers.23 Monogamy is upheld as the ideal elsewhere in this letter (5:9; cf. Ephesians 5:31-
33), and is certainly upheld by the Lord Yeshua with support from Creation (Matthew 19:3-
9; cf. Genesis 2:27).24 Yet, polygamy as bad as it is, might only be secondarily in view. 

The fourth option of “married only once” (NRSV) is taken as a statement that an 
overseer cannot remarry, or as a strong preference against remarriage in the event of a 
spousal death.25 Did Paul really prefer celibacy for those in spiritual leadership (cf. 1 
Corinthians 7:37-38)? Many think not. 

The third option of “faithful to his one wife” (NEB), a monogamous marriage 
relationship where husband and wife are faithful toward the other, is the most preferred 

 
19 LS, 68. 
20 Mounce, 152; cf. Litfin, in BKCNT, 736; Witherington, 234. 
21 Josephus Antiquities of the Jews 17.14. 
22 Knight, 158; Mounce, 171. 
23 Guthrie, Pastoral Epistles, 92. 
24 Stern, 614 is entirely right to acknowledge, “At least one. No one seriously proposes this,” in recognizing a 

prohibition on polygamy here. 
25 Stibbs, in NBCR, 1171; Smith, in NISB, 2133. 
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among commentators. Demosthenes, an Athenian statesman from the Fourth Century 
B.C.E., once said, “Mistresses we keep for the sake of pleasure, concubines for the daily care 
of our persons, but wives to bear us legitimate children and to be faithful guardians of our 
households” (Speeches 59.122).26 Overseers were to live a life where there were no 
concubines, prostitutes (1 Corinthians 6:15-20), or illegitimate children in the background. 
As Fee summarizes, “In this view the overseer is required to live an exemplary married 
life...faithful to his one wife in a culture in which marital infidelity was common, and at 
times assumed. It would, of course, also rule out polygamy and divorce and remarriage, but 
it would not necessarily rule out the remarriage of a widower.”27 Without going into too 
much detail as to the possible background, Towner simply concludes how, 

“This would assume the inappropriateness of any form of sexual immorality or 
marriage/remarriage in breach of accepted patterns, though sexual immorality as such is 
not the sole concern.”28 

We should agree that the best way to take v. 2b is that it required the overseers in 
Ephesus to be faithful in their existing, monogamous marriage relationships. Wrongful 
divorce and remarriage were also not permitted for them (Matthew 5:32; 19:9). Interestingly 
enough, in their evaluations Marshall & Towner do not even explore what mias gunaikos 
andra could mean, as they state, “It is positive in tone and stresses faithfulness in marriage, 
rather than prohibiting some specific unsanctioned form of marriage. It is unlikely that the 
phrase specifically means ‘a married man as opposed to an unmarried man’, but 
nevertheless the assumption in the phrase that the man is married may be intended 
polemically against the opponents.”29 Placing married overseers into positions vacated by 
the false teachers would help to counter the problems they had caused (4:3), even though 
unmarried overseers could have been placed into positions of leadership—but obviously 
being unmarried for reasons other than blanket celibacy. 

How are we to look at the marriage issue today? I do not think anybody honestly 
believes that all of those in spiritual leadership and teaching have to be married. Both Jewish 
and Christian history have borne witness to the fact that there are many persons of faith 
who have made concentrated differences while being unmarried. (Likewise, others have 
had to purposefully postpone marriage because of religious commitments.) Those who are 
married do have some advantages over those who are not, by simple virtue of being able to 
more readily counsel other married couples, based on their array of marriage experiences 
(i.e., engagement, sex, pregnancy, child-rearing). 

 
26 Demosthenes: Demosthenes with an English translation, eds. Norman W. DeWitt and Norman J. DeWitt 

(Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1949). Accessible online at <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-
bin/ptext?lookup=Dem.+59+1>. 

27 Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, pp 80-81. 
28 Towner, 251. 
29 Marshall & Towner, 478. 
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3:2c Following the marriage requirement, the remaining character traits an overseer is 
to have include being “temperate, sensible, dignified, hospitable, an apt teacher” (RSV). One 
of the most significant of these which jumps out at us is “an able teacher” (HCSB), with 
didaktikos meaning how they were to be “skilled in teaching” (Vine).30 In Titus 1:9 the 
overseers in Crete were to “be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who 
contradict,” and we should safely conclude that the overseers in Ephesus were to do the 
same thing—only it would have been even more serious with the false teaching in view. 
Someone who oversees the congregation of Believers, and who also has to teach them, has to 
make sure that the right skills are employed. This is most especially true when teaching is to 
guide people back to the path of righteousness. 2 Timothy 2:24-25 informs us, 

“The Lord's bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all, able to teach 
[didaktikos], patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, 
if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth.” 

It is notable that not all overseers or elders will be placed into a position of teaching. As 
1 Timothy 5:17 will later specify, “The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of 
double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching.” In Mounce’s 
estimation, “This quality...illustrates the ad hoc nature of the PE. While it is true that any 
overseer of any time should be able to teach, it is the Ephesian situation that brings this 
particular ability to a place of prominence.”31 Some overseers may only be called to make 
high administrative decisions for the assembly, whereas others will also be called to make 
sure that people have a firm spiritual grounding in the Scriptures and proper doctrine. 

3:3 Continuing in v. 3, Paul specifies how the Ephesian overseers were to “not [be] 
given to drunkenness, not [be] violent but gentle, not [be] quarrelsome, not [be] a lover of 
money” (NRSV). Most important of these is how the various false teachers were given to 
much controversy (6:3-5; 2 Timothy 2:22-26; cf. Titus 3:9), and overseers are to do their best 
to rise above controversies and set a good example when problems manifest. Most discussed 
among these qualities might, however, be “not addicted to wine” (NASU). Leviticus 10:8-9 
notably instructs, “The LORD then spoke to Aaron, saying, ‘Do not drink wine or strong 
drink, neither you nor your sons with you, when you come into the tent of meeting, so that 
you will not die—it is a perpetual statute throughout your generations.’” 

Elsewhere we see Paul direct Timothy, “No longer drink water exclusively, but use a 
little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments” (5:23), so the word 
against being a drunkard cannot be taken as a blanket prohibition against consuming 
alcohol. Proverbs 31:4-7,32 for example, actually looks at drinking wine as a positive 

 
30 W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1968), 619. 
31 Mounce, 174. 
32 “It is not for kings, O Lemuel, it is not for kings to drink wine, or for rulers to desire strong drink, for 

they will drink and forget what is decreed, and pervert the rights of all the afflicted. Give strong drink to him 
who is perishing, and wine to him whose life is bitter. Let him drink and forget his poverty and remember his 
trouble no more” (Proverbs 31:4-7). 
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experience—although the Bible, in both the Tanach and Apostolic Scriptures, is replete with 
admonitions against drunkenness. Isaiah 5:22 directly admonishes, “Woe to those who are 
heroes in drinking wine and valiant men in mixing strong drink.” Paul himself told the 
Corinthians not to associate with drunken people (1 Corinthians 5:11). The CJB notably 
renders v. 3 with “He must not drink excessively” (also NLT: “He must not be a heavy 
drinker”), and David H. Stern correctly concludes, “The requirement is not that the leader 
abstain altogether but that he not make it his habit to get drunk. Wine has a role in Jewish 
religion, as the New Testament recognizes.”33 

Reflecting a stereotypical North American perspective, Mounce has to say, “While it is 
true that wine is not forbidden, Timothy cannot be held up as an example of moderate 
drinking. The recommended wine is medicinal and has no necessary connection to his daily 
practice...”34 Neither British nor European Bible scholars would really argue something like 
this, as it is only the United States and Canada which failed at enacting prohibition, 
demonstrating an immoderate approach to alcohol in popular society. Fortunately, Mounce 
recognizes “wine” here to actually be wine—and not some pungent non-alcoholic grape 
juice. Unfortunately, not enough Americans realize how common alcohol was to the regular 
diet of First Century people, even if watered down at times.35 Witherington is more correct 
in his conclusion: “Neither here nor at 1 Timothy 3:8, nor at 1 Timothy 5:23 nor at Titus 1:7 is 
this a total abstinence or teetotaling by church leaders, as 1 Timothy 5:23 makes very 
clear.”36 Obviously, though, should anyone in congregational leadership choose to drink 
alcohol, it must be done carefully. In today’s world, the safest place for a spiritual leader or 
teacher to drink without incurring major criticism would be in the privacy of the home. 

While drinking alcohol among clergy today might invoke a great deal of discussion, the 
most practically important quality listed in v. 3 is being “no lover of money” (RSV), 
something detailed further on (6:5-10). Not loving money can be viewed a number of ways. 
Ralph Earle thinks, “One who finds that he can make big money in part-time secular work is 
apt to be diverted from an effective ministry,”37 and that the overseer should be fully 
committed to what is effectively full-time ministry. It is also very true that an able overseer 
will not embezzle the funds of the assembly, or position the assembly so that its primary 
purpose is to actually function as a semi- or mini-business. While there are expenses that 
the assembly has to pay for, the role of serving others is not to make money. In today’s 
world, those in full-time ministry do need to be able to make a fair living for themselves, 
paying personal bills and supporting their families—but money is not “the point” of ministry. 

 
33 Stern, 642. 
Matthew 26:27-29; Luke 22:17-20. 
34 Mounce, 175. 
35 For a further discussion, consult B.C. Bandstra, “Wine,” in ISBE, 4:1068-1072. 
36 Witherington, 237. 
37 Earle, in EXP, 11:365. 



THE PASTORAL EPISTLES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 144 - 

3:4 While vs. 2-3 have summarized general, relatively public aspects of the proper 
overseer, vs. 4-5 describe more private, home related aspects. Within this is a strong 
cultural indication that the First Century assembly was largely meeting in homes.38 It is 
asserted, “He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him with 
proper respect” (NIV). Some could take this as meaning that an overseer must have 
children, but it is best to instead recognize that when an overseer has children, this is how 
they are to behave. (Again, we have no Biblical evidence that the Apostle Paul or Timothy 
were ever married, obviously meaning that they never had children.) George W. Knight III 
properly describes, “it is exceedingly doubtful that Paul intended that these words...be 
understood as mandating that only a married man with at least two children could be an 
officer in the church. Probably he wrote in terms of the common situation, i.e., of being 
married and having children.”39 

The able management of an overseer will be determined by the conduct of children, as 
a family of faithful Believers will reflect quite well on the overseer’s ability to lead within a 
larger assembly of Believers. Towner indicates how “The dominance of the oikos in shaping 
patterns of leading, management, authority, and responsibility within the cultural 
framework made it the natural model for defining the overseer’s position.”40 The home 
serves as a microcosm for the ekklēsia at large. 

The conduct of children is frequently determined by how one’s parents, in particular 
the father, nurture and/or discipline them. Titus 1:6 details how the overseer is to have 
“children who believe, not accused of dissipation or rebellion.” This is ideal for younger 
children who are still at various levels of elementary education, but what happens when an 
overseer’s children are all grown up and out of the home? What if some of the overseers in 
Ephesus had children who practiced paganism, because the parents became Believers later 
in life? Knight points out, “Although [teknon] can be used of an adult...the qualification [en 
hupotagē] indicates that the ‘children’ in view are those under authority and therefore those 
not yet of age.”41 

Also not to be overlooked is that while the Ephesian overseer described here is a father, 
managing the home (proistēmi), an even stronger role of home management is given to the 
mother later in 1 Timothy: “Therefore, I want younger widows to get married, bear children, 
keep house [oikodespoteō]” (5:14). Within the Ephesian circumstance, it would have been 
only appropriate for a man to occupy the position of an overseer—one who was educated, 
unlike many of the women (2:11), and who could handle some considerable administrative 
tasks. Philip B. Payne is correct to conclude, though, “Paul calls both men and women, 
including married women, to manage their homes well. He is not assigning roles based on 

 
38 Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 82. 
39 Knight, 157. 
40 Towner, 255. 
41 Knight, 161. 
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gender or limiting the authority of women”42 here. And as we will see, there were jobs that 
the Ephesian women were already quite able at performing (v. 11). 

3:5 The need to be aware of the family life of an overseer is easy to realize: “for if 
someone does not know how to manage his own household,43 how will he care for God's 
[assembly]?” (ESV). The way the overseer’s home life is structured will reflect in the service 
demonstrated toward the larger ekklēsia. A bad home life could mean a bad ministry service, 
and improper parenting could lead toward improper discipling. Marshall & Towner think, 
“caring for an ordinary household and caring for the household of God...makes a working 
knowledge of the former a condition for success at the latter, and implies that the same 
qualities are required in both spheres.”44 While there is no definite requirement for the 
overseer to be married with children, it is implied that these will bring a degree of 
advantage to those serving other parents and families. It will certainly not be something 
that is bereft with sheer dominance in the home to be manifested by dogmatic teaching and 
preaching, but rather fair-minded and sensible parenting demonstrating itself in practical 
teaching and edifying counsel. 

There are scores of references in the Tanach and Rabbinical literature that could be 
offered in terms of how good parenting reflects in wider society. A sentiment that might 
immediately come to your mind is the classic, “Train up a child in the way he should go, 
even when he is old he will not depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6). Witherington concludes that 
“Paul does not dissolve the boundaries between the household and the household of God to 
the effect that there is little distinction between the two.”45 There is a unique relationship 
between the community of the home and the community of the congregation. 

One of the most important questions that I was ever asked in seminary came in Dr. 
Burrell Dinkins’ vocation of ministry class: “Should we call our local church a family?” He 
told all of the potential pastors and teachers there, quite surprisingly to us at the time: “No!” 
The reason he said this was having been a pastor, missionary, and professor for over forty 
years—the moment that a local congregation is called a “family,” the pastor is likely to find 
himself absolutely consumed with unnecessary work. People will treat the pastor like a kind 
of parent, to whom any and all requests and complaints can be directed. While visits to home 
dinners or hospitals are to be expected, imagine how difficult it would be in a congregation 
of several hundred, just to have to answer the phone and pray for a small child who had just 
scraped his knee. How many times could something like this happen? How much time and 
energy would be expelled away from the necessary administrative tasks of the assembly? 
When one thinks of a congregation as a community of Messiah followers, then the pastor 
(overseer/elder) does not have to be bogged down with every single little problem of the 

 
42 Payne, 452. 
43 Grk. ei de tis tou idiou oikou prostēnai ouk oiden. 
44 Marshall & Towner, 481. 
45 Witherington, 238. 
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constituents. People within the congregation will have confidence to take responsibility for 
many of their own needs. 

Being a full-time administrator within the assembly means that such a leader does 
need to be allowed to “draw borders,” in terms of defining what the responsibilities are 
which need to be fulfilled by the position. Congregational members need to respect how 
their full-time leaders are human beings too, and how they cannot be at all places at all times 
ministering to all people (discussed further in the commentary on deacons in vs. 8-13). 
Today’s congregational leaders need to have designated office hours when members can 
schedule times for counseling or individual discipleship—and their personal and family 
lives need to be recognized. Being a congregational leader, especially in a Messianic context, 
is a most demanding job for those who do it—and as time progresses the workload and 
responsibilities of leaders and teachers will surely not get any less complicated than they 
already are. 
 

 
6 and not a new convert, so that he will not become conceited and fall into the 
condemnation incurred by the devil. 7 And he must have a good reputation with 
those outside the [assembly], so that he will not fall into reproach and the snare of 
the devil. 
 
3:6 Even while being an overseer is a great honor and is a worthy pursuit (v. 1), not 

everyone is immediately eligible for such a position. Paul is quite clear in instructing 
Timothy, “He must not be a recent convert, or he may be puffed up with conceit and fall into 
the condemnation of the devil” (RSV). The term usually rendered as “new convert” is 
neophutos, and actually means “newly planted” or “neophyte” (LS),46 quite akin to being a 
“novice” (KJV/NKJV). One of the specific reasons why new Believers are not to be given the 
responsibility of overseer could be how the sins of new Believers closely trail behind them 
(cf. 5:24). Without having been adequately discipled and trained in the Scriptures, and in 
the proper behavior becoming of a born again person, placing newer Believers into positions 
of spiritual authority can easily lead to problems. As Witherington explains, “One suspects 
that the reason for mentioning this is precisely because of the false teachers...[who] perhaps 
were relatively young in the faith, and had fallen into the specified trap, being both arrogant 
and ignorant.”47 

The warning against a new Believer being placed into a position of leadership is that 
one may become “conceited.” The verb tuphoō can actually mean “to wrap in smoke” (LS),48 
perhaps better relating to “beclouded” (cf. 6:4; 2 Timothy 3:4). Marshall & Towner think 
that this “suggests infatuation and bedazzlement with the authority and power related to 

 
46 LS, 530. 
47 Witherington, pp 239-240. 
48 LS, 825. 
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office and perhaps the function of teaching, rather than simply foolishness or conceit.”49 A 
new Believer, being tempted by the power a recognized position in the assembly can offer, 
can very easily be led into the domain of Satan. The temptation of the serpent toward Eve is 
immediately in view (2:13; cf. Genesis 3:14-15), yet at the same time the pride associated 
with the fall of the kings of Babylon and Tyre (Isaiah 14:12-15; Ezekiel 28) has often been 
applied to the fall of Satan himself. Able leaders, as Paul will specify in his following letter to 
Timothy, are to be there to correct those who have gone astray, so “they may come to their 
senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will” 
(2 Timothy 2:26). The Apostle Peter’s word, “Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your 
adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 
5:8), may also be something useful to keep in mind. 

3:7 Those who have been Believers for an elongated period of time will have allowed 
themselves to have hearts and minds molded by the Holy Spirit. Via experience they will not 
easily fall into temptations or snares laid by the enemy. One of the biggest temptations 
regards those who use positions of authority to get rich (v. 3). Paul later says in this letter, 
“those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful 
desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction” (6:9). The overseer of the assembly is 
not to have a reputation in being a crafty swindler, who uses the office to attain wealth. On 
the contrary, while there are legitimate financial needs that the assembly has, the overseer 
will have a good, working relationship within the larger community: “Moreover, he must be 
well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace, into a snare of the devil” 
(ESV). 

It is not that difficult to see why new Believers should not be allowed to occupy 
positions of spiritual authority, yet we need to carefully remember that much of what 
involves classifying a Believer as “newly planted” entirely depends on the individual. Some 
people do grow spiritually faster than others, and not all people who have known the Lord 
for an elongated period of time are necessarily that deep in their relationship with Him. 
Mounce observes, “The application of this rule would depend upon the relative age of the 
local church, its speed of growth, and many other factors that would vary from place to 
place and from time to time.”50 This again should help us see some of the ad hoc nature of 
the material in the Pastoral Epistles. 

Today’s evangelical Christian denominations are generally very good at making sure 
that new Believers are not put into positions of authority—even at lower levels like those of 
youth pastor. You have to go through an educational and rigorous screening process before 
you can be assigned to a church. Even in various independent and non-denominational 
churches, similar processes are also enforced in terms of potential leaders being 
interviewed and tested before they are recognized. Much of today’s Messianic Judaism, 
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albeit also with a reliance on various Jewish forms of testing a capable leader, tends to follow 
suit. 

Within the more independent Messianic movement that has arisen, the past ten years 
(2000-2010) has seen many new congregations and fellowships pop up—with many 
unanswered questions which have been asked about those in leadership. Many of the 
leaders of the wide array of independent Messianic groups have only been “Messianic” for a 
very short space of time—perhaps sometimes less than two years. Not enough investigation 
into what the whole Messianic movement is was conducted, and people who did not have 
prior ministry experience have found themselves in an office that they were completely 
unprepared for. Even more disturbingly has been how many independent fellowships are 
not just starkly different than their Messianic Jewish counterparts in matters of halachah 
and orthopraxy, but how they can frequently be associated with a great deal of faulty end-
time predictions—far more than just being interested on reaching out to the local Jewish 
community and teaching Christians the Hebraic Roots of their faith. 

The reasons for much of this are complicated, but the principle of not putting new 
Believers—or in this case new adherents—into a position of leadership, should be well 
taken. Only time, patience, and recognizing that only the Lord Himself can bring about the 
complete restoration of His people, is the ultimate answer. This is certainly where I find 
my solace (cf. Acts 15:15)! 
 

 
8 Deacons likewise must be men of dignity, not double-tongued, or addicted to 
much wine or fond of sordid gain, 9 but holding to the mystery of the faith with a 
clear conscience. 10 These men must also first be tested; then let them serve as 
deacons if they are beyond reproach. 
 
3:8-13 With vs. 1-7 having just provided a description of what the overseers in Ephesus 

were to be like, vs. 8-13 detail the role of a deacon. A deacon is often considered to be a 
category of junior congregational leadership, with considerable overlap in responsibilities 
and personality traits just like the overseer. Yet, deacons do not have as many 
responsibilities as overseers, being “Ministrants” (YLT) in various capacities. 

What is a “deacon” or diakonos? The only other place where a deacon is really 
recognized to be a specific leadership office within the assembly is in Philippians 1:1.51 Those 
who are deacons definitely have a valuable public role of service within the Body of 
Messiah, although unlike the overseer a deacon might not be expected to teach. Deacons, 
unlike overseers, are probably also not going to issue strong discipline upon unruly 
congregational members.52 Marshall & Towner note the variance of responsibilities a 

 
51 “Paul and Timothy, bond-servants of Messiah Yeshua, to all the saints in Messiah Yeshua who are in 

Philippi, including the overseers and deacons [episkopois kai diakonois]” (Philippians 1:1). 
52 Knight, 167. 
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