
THE PASTORAL EPISTLES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 148 - 

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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deacon may be called upon to exercise, as “The noun [diakonos] can carry various nuances 
from that of being a servant/representative of a master (God) to being a worker of any kind 
in a church setting to exercising a specific role that came to be known by this term.”53 

Given the fact that the First Century Believers largely inherited their congregational 
organization (cf. Isaiah 60:17, LXX) from Judaism, what was the equivalent office of diakonos 
within the Synagogue? It is sometimes been compared to the role of the chazan, a 
“superintendent, officer” (Jastrow),54 someone who played a secondary role in leadership to 
the main president of the synagogue.55 Today’s Messianic movement will frequently call 
deacons “shammashim” (CJB), a general term for servant or minister,56 encompassing an 
entire array of critical duties. 

One of the main roles that the diakonos was to exercise within the faith community was 
simply being a “servant.” In the most general sense, the Apostles and their close associates 
are called diakonos (Matthew 20:26; Mark 10:43), as they diligently followed the teachings 
and example of the Messiah: “If anyone serves Me, he must follow Me; and where I am, 
there My servant [diakonos] will be also; if anyone serves Me, the Father will honor him” 
(John 12:26). Paul considered many of his fellow workers in ministry diakonos (Romans 16:1; 
1 Corinthians 3:5; 2 Corinthians 3:6; Colossians 1:23; 4:7). There is no denying how service 
(Grk. verb diakoneō) is always something required of Believers. 

Interpreters are not always agreed as to the position of the overseer within the 
leadership structure of the assembly. Mounce thinks, “There is no suggestion in the text 
that the deacon is subordinate to the overseer. Both performed vital functions in the church, 
and it is the deacon who is expressly told that a reward awaits those who serve well.”57 
Witherington agrees, but for localized reasons: “the deacon is nowhere said to be under the 
authority of the overseer. Paul is not really concerned about laying out a detailed leadership 
schematic or power structure here, much less institutionalizing the assembly and its 
leadership.”58 

While it is good to recognize that both overseers and deacons have to work together 
within the leadership of the assembly, a deacon is a junior leader to the overseer as a senior 
leader, carrying less of a burden. Noting how a diakonos had classical/secular applications, 
Towner indicates how “one who served as a diakonos in non-church settings did so by 
commission or order of a superior, and as such both represented and operated within the 
authority of the superior.”59 He further suggests, “the role of deacons should be regarded as 

 
53 Marshall & Towner, 487. 
54 Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Bavli, Talmud Yerushalmi, and Midrashic Literature 

(New York: Judaica Treasury, 2004), 444. 
Cf. Keener, IVPBBC, 613. 
55 Cf. Mounce, 196. 
56 A shamash is an “attendant, servant, waiter” (Jastrow, 1602). 
57 Mounce, 196. 
58 Witherington, pp 240-241. 
59 Towner, 261. 
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a subordinate position and an assistantship in some sense.”60 Deacons surely do play a vital 
role in leadership—but the weight of final decisions, issuing corrective instruction, or 
asking people to leave a congregation—might still rest with the overseers/elders, after the 
deacons have been consulted. Yet, many who serve in the capacity as faithful deacons may 
find themselves placed in the position of overseer/elder in the future. 

Gary W. Demarest makes note of the fact that in his large church, there were actually a 
total of 54 deacons,61 who were often there to handle the situations and circumstances that 
he as a senior pastor would be unable to attend to. It is easy for many Bible readers to 
overlook how the office of deacon is not mentioned in Paul’s letter to Titus, written at the 
same time of 1 Timothy. Was this an oversight on Paul’s part? Marshall & Towner point out 
that this “might mean that the emergence (and/or necessity) of the office was related to the 
size and complexity of the church.”62 The community of Messiah followers Timothy had to 
administrate in Ephesus was larger than that Titus had to administrate on Crete. Deacons, 
as useful as they are, might not always be needed; it simply depends on the makeup of each 
individual congregation. 

As the early Messianic community began to organize itself and its leadership, it is not 
surprising to see how there would be designated “servants” who would carry out many key 
tasks—especially in terms of being there to take care of the poor and needy (cf. Acts 6:1-8). 
Within the ekklēsia, deacons in practice tend to serve as immediately subordinate of 
overseers/elders, being like a close assistant or an executive officer to the captain of a ship. 
A deacon plays a vital function as an overseer’s/elder’s close advisor and counselor. A senior 
congregational leader can be very productive if there are good deacons available who can be 
delegated many tasks, obviously requiring a close friendship between those who are 
overseers/elders and deacons. 

In the practice of much of evangelical Protestantism today, the elder is often a full-time 
minister within the local church. A deacon is one who is not in full-time ministry, but who 
often serves as a kind of bridge between the ordained senior clergy and the laity, informing 
the senior leaders of the kind of issues present among an assembly’s constituency. In the 
more established congregations of today’s Messianic Judaism, a similar style of leadership is 
often to be found in place. Independent Messianic fellowships and groups have to be 
evaluated on a case-by-case basis. 

3:8 Paul describes how deacons are clearly to have the same impeccable moral traits as 
overseers, as just like overseers, deacons represent the faith community in larger society: 
“Deacons likewise must be serious, not double-tongued, not indulging in much wine, not 
greedy for money” (NRSV). Do be aware of how v. 8 begins with Diakonous hōsautōs semnous, 
with “men” being absent from the source text: “Deacons likewise must be...” 
(RSV/NRSV/ESV). This will be especially important for us to remember as it concerns a 

 
60 Ibid. 
61 Demarest, 190. 
62 Marshall & Towner, 488. 
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proper view of v. 11, and the fact that there were females who not only served Yeshua (Luke 
8:2-3), but female deacons who served the early ekklēsia like Phoebe (Romans 16:1). 

While the main qualities of overseers and deacons are the same, one character trait 
that deacons are especially not to have is being dilogos. While defined as “double-tongued, 
doubtful” (LS),63 dilogos more likely pertains to being some kind of tale bearer or gossiper.64 
Those within senior congregational leadership are those most abundantly aware of the need 
to keep most of the assembly’s “business” or goings-on to themselves and the leadership 
board. Those within junior congregational leadership might not always be able to keep 
private information to themselves, and could be apt to share it with people who do not need 
to know. This is not to say that senior leaders may not have a tendency to keep necessary 
things confidential, but junior leaders are less likely to use discretion in terms of important 
congregational matters. Deacons are most especially not to view their position as an 
opportunity for some kind of social advancement. 

3:9 In addition to being mature persons, deacons are also to “hold fast to the mystery of 
the faith with a clear conscience” (NRSV), or “They must keep hold of the deep truths of the 
faith with a clear conscience” (NIV). What is labeled as to mustērion tēs pisteōs is not to be 
thought of as some kind of a “secret,” as though deacons are going to be given “classified” 
spiritual information which congregational constituents in general will not have. Instead, 
deacons must be able to adequately know the essentials of the faith, the revealed plan of God 
in Messiah Yeshua, which has been revealed to the saints (Romans 16:25; 1 Corinthians 2:7; 
4:1; Ephesians 1:9; 3:4; Colossians 1:26-27; 2:2; 4:3). It can be suggested that the terminology 
of “mystery” employed in v. 9 is meant to counteract the false teaching in Ephesus (cf. 1:3-7). 
While proto-Gnostic and Gnostic teaching had a tendency to over-emphasize the concept of 
“mysteries” revealed only to initiates, “mystery” is a term certainly used within the Pauline 
letters to describe how God’s plan is made manifest to His people.65 

Even if many deacons will not be called upon to take up a role of regularly teaching the 
assembly, deacons must have a firm understanding of Biblical truths. In their unique 
ministry service, they should be able to explain and testify to the key facets of God’s plan of 
redemption and the gospel, and when placed in the position, be present to help people come 
to salvation. 

3:10 The role of deacon is important enough so as to require some kind of testing for 
approval (dokimazō).66 Paul details, “And let them also be tested first; then if they prove 
themselves blameless let them serve as deacons” (RSV). (V. 10 begins with kai houtoi, 
notably lacking “men.”) The testing procedures are to be administrated by the 
overseers/elders within the assembly, but in the case of this letter were probably also 

 
63 LS, 203. 
64 Guthrie, Pastoral Epistles, 95. 
65 Cf. Mounce, 200. 
66 Meaning, “to make a critical examination of someth. to determine genuineness, put to the test, 

examine” (BDAG, 255). 
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enacted by Timothy who had to help fix the problems in Ephesus, although Mounce 
summarizes how some kind of election procedures may have been in place, as deacons 
would be serving the people. Yet, any kind of election would have been subject to strict 
scrutiny: 

“The Ephesian church as a whole...may have had some say in the election of their 
leadership. However, in a setting in which whole houses were being led astray, 
necessitating the sending of Timothy as an apostolic delegate with full authority, it is 
doubtful that the selection process would have been entrusted solely to the church body. It 
is also doubtful that Timothy himself was to be the sole arbiter since his time with the 
church would be temporary.”67 

Timothy and the Ephesian overseers would have had to work closely together to see 
deacons appointed. The testing of potential deacons would certainly have included making 
sure they had a good handle on the essentials of the faith and the good news, and could 
understand their special role and main responsibilities in serving the community of 
Believers. Before being fully recognized as deacons, it is likely that those in Ephesus had to 
pass through some kind of probationary period. We should safely speculate that the 
screening process for deacons was quite in line with what Paul had said previously in 2 
Corinthians 13:5: 

“Test yourselves [peirazō] to see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves [dokimazō]! 
Or do you not recognize this about yourselves, that Yeshua the Messiah is in you—unless 
indeed you fail the test?” 

The main role of screening and testing deacons is to make sure that “there is nothing 
against them” (NIV). The last thing that the Ephesian assembly would have wanted would 
have been newly designated servants, who would then be swayed by the false teaching 
and/or use their position for personal interests. 

Some may wonder why in v. 10 deacons have to be tested, but overseers do not have to 
be tested. It could be that some deacons in leadership had been more susceptible to the false 
teaching than the overseers. More probable, though, is how the opening clause kai houtoi de 
can be rendered with “And let these also...” (KJV), implying a repetition of previous 
instruction. Marshall & Towner explain, “The connecting words [kai]....[de]....link the 
phrase either to vv. 8f. or, more probably, to the requirements for overseers.”68 And indeed, 
the overseers/elders are given some of their own testing instruction elsewhere (5:22, 24-
25). In the late First Century, Clement of Rome would observe “And thus preaching through 
countries and cities, they appointed the first-fruits [of their labours], having first proved 
[dokimazō] them by the Spirit, to be bishops and deacons of those who should afterwards 
believe” (1 Clement 42:4).69 
 

 
67 Mounce, 201. 
68 Marshall & Towner, 491; cf. Knight, pp 169-170; Mounce, 201. 
69 BibleWorks 8.0: Schaff, Early Church Fathers. 
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11 Women must likewise be dignified, not malicious gossips, but temperate, 
faithful in all things. 
 
3:11 The additional statement made by Paul in v. 11 has either been taken as instruction 

relating to the “wives” (KJV, NIV, CJB) of male deacons, or to some group of female deacons 
themselves. The Greek term gunē, similar to the Hebrew ishah, can mean either “woman” or 
“wife” contingent on context. V. 11 begins with Gunaikas hōsautōs, “Women likewise...” 
(NRSV), just like what has appeared previously in 2:9 regarding women in public prayer. As 
the TNIV puts it, “In the same way, the women are to be worthy of respect...” There is strong 
linguistic evidence in favor of a group of female deacons having served within the Ephesian 
assembly.70 

Why do we see Gunaikas hōsautōs used, and not “deaconesses”? It is because there was 
no term for “deaconess” present in the First Century. Mounce indicates the difficulty of v. 11: 
“Because gunh, can mean both ‘wife’ and ‘woman,’ it is not clear whether Paul is referring to 
the wives of deacons or to women workers, ‘deaconesses.’ The feminine form of the word 
[diakonos] ([diakonissa]) had not yet been created.”71 While some modern versions today 
continue to say “Likewise their wives” (NKJV) or “Their wives” (Good News Bible), no such 
possessive pronoun appears within the source text. Towner details, “if ‘wives of deacons’ 
was meant, it would have been more common to indicate this with either a possessive 
pronoun or the definite article,”72 which some translations provide via an interpretive value 
judgment. Even though he argues for restrictions in the position, a staunch 
complementarian like Thomas R. Schreiner has to still recognize, “If Paul were speaking of 
wives of deacons, he could have made this very clear by adding of deacons (diakonōn or 
autōn). By leaving the word women without any modifier, he implied that he was speaking of 
women in general.”73 

In Romans 16:1, Phoebe is labeled to be tēn adelphēn hēmōn, housan [kai] diakonon tēs 
ekklēsias, “our sister...a deacon of the church” (TNIV), with the masculine diakonos 
employed to describe her role (rendered “deaconess” in the RSV). A complementarian like 
Mounce states how “deaconesses appear very early in church history,”74 also referencing 

 
70 The REB reflects this interpretation with, “Women in this office must likewise be dignified, not 

scandalmongers, but sober, and trustworthy in every way.” 
71 Mounce, 202. 
72 Towner, 266. 
The references he provides where a possessive pronoun or definitive article are employed, include: 1 

Corinthians 7:2-3; Ephesians 5:22; Colossians 3:18, 24; 1 Peter 3:1. 
73 Thomas R. Schreiner, “The Ministries of Women in the Context of Male Leadership,” in Recovering 

Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, pp 213-214; cf. pp 219-221 for a list of what he considers restrictions for the 
service of a deaconess. 

74 Mounce, 202. 



THE PASTORAL EPISTLES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 154 - 

how the term “deaconess” did not occur until the Fourth Century (canon 19 of the Council of 
Nicea),75 although he himself thinks that male deacons’ wives are in view in v. 11. 

There is a wide recognition among interpreters—including complementarians—that a 
group of Ephesian deaconesses are present in v. 11,76 possibly even to a specific group 
recognized within the congregation.77 The previous instruction just given for deacons 
certainly applies to them (vs. 7-10), along with the additional qualities of “dignified, not 
malicious gossips, but temperate, faithful in all things,” quite contrary to the tenor of the 
false teaching that had stirred up controversy. If the wives of male deacons were the issue in 
v. 11, then why is there not more instruction detailing the proper behavior of wives? Should 
these wives not be taking care of the home as good mothers, per the typical 
complementarian interpretation of 2:15 (discussed previously)? The qualities of v. 11 
detailing female deacons stands in stark contrast to the description of the women influenced 
by the false teaching (5:11-15; 2 Timothy 3:6-7). 

There are objections to v. 11 applying to a group of female deacons, to be sure, because 
following in v. 12 male deacons are told—just like the Ephesian overseers—to be a “one-
woman man.” If these are female deacons, should they not be told to be a “one-man 
woman”? The reason for such an omission is cultural. Polyandry was quite rare in the First 
Century, and as Payne informs us, “husbands were regarded as more likely to be sexually 
unfaithful than their wives.”78 

Given the responsibilities that deacons are to have in helping to maintain the vitality of 
the assembly, giving heed to many of the material needs of congregational constituents—we 
should not be surprised to see why there might be a group of female deacons in Ephesus. 
Guthrie, a complementarian, thinks that “some feminine ministration was necessary in 
visitation and in attending women candidates for baptism.”79 No one can deny how there are 
some unique feminine needs that can only be met with women serving women. Deaconesses 
were certainly present as servants within the Second Century Christian Church, as 
indicated by Roman historical records. In a letter to the Emperor Trajan, Pliny the Younger 
wrote how he had had tortured “two maidservants, who were called deaconesses...[and] I 
found nothing other than a debased and boundless superstition” from them (Epistle 10.96).80 

What is significant about the women in Ephesus, being able to occupy the office of 
deaconess, is that it would to some degree be authoritative. Women would have to represent 
the ekklēsia within the milieu of Ephesus, and would be called upon at times to make 

 
75 Cf. H.W. Beyer, “diákonos,” in TDNT, pp 154-155. 
76 Stibbs, in NBCR, 1172; Guthrie, Pastoral Epistles, 97; Towner, pp 265-266; Against: Knight, 170; Mounce, 

pp 202-204. 
77 Litfin, in BKCNT, 738. 
78 Payne, 446. 
79 Guthrie, Pastoral Epistles, 97. 
80 Pliny the Younger: Pliny the Younger: Complete Letters, trans. P.G. Walsh (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2006), 279. 
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decisions on behalf of (significant) sectors of the faith community. In Witherington’s 
estimation, “The notion that diaconal ministry was limited to practical help is probably 
much too narrow a definition.”81 Even if most of the women in Ephesus were not fit for 
leadership or teaching (2:12), not having been adequately trained (2:11)—there were still 
important areas of service for them to fulfill. The Apostle Paul by no means envisioned an 
Ephesian assembly where men ran the entire operation. At most, as Marshall & Towner put 
it, “the author simply forbade women deacons from doing all that the men did,”82 probably 
due to the influence of the false teaching on the Ephesian women. 

Much of today’s complementarian Christianity acknowledges female deaconesses, at 
least as servants who can handle inter-female related issues, where a male would and 
should not be able to go (i.e., specialized counseling on pregnancy or sexual issues). While 
today’s Messianic movement is largely complementarian as well, are there any Messianic 
congregations which have females serve in a deacon-like capacity, attending to the needs of 
just the females in the assembly? I have actually seen some, but they are few and far 
between. In fact, while most Messianic congregations have male deacons/shammashim, 
would the effort even be expelled to apply v. 11 to their wives? Reflecting from this point of 
view, Knight observes, “[There is] a special role that these ‘women’ in particular have that 
demands these characteristics. As spouses of the deacons they are to be involved with their 
husbands as their husbands seek to fulfill their diaconal service.”83 I have a feeling that even 
from the view that male deacons’ wives are addressed in v. 11, many of today’s Messianics 
would still ignore the place of women within the body politic of the assembly. 
 

 
12 Deacons must be husbands of only one wife, and good managers of their 
children and their own households. 13 For those who have served well as deacons 
obtain for themselves a high standing and great confidence in the faith that is in 
Messiah Yeshua. 
 
3:12 Just as the overseers in Ephesus were to have good family lives (vs. 2, 4-5), so too 

are the deacons in Ephesus also to have good family lives: “Let deacons each be the husband 
of one wife, managing their children and their own households well” (ESV). Just as with 
overseers, the home life of a deacon is to be reflective of those who are steadfast and secure 
in their faith. No definite requirement on being married is present, though, given the fact 
that Paul himself is an unmarried diakonos.84 

 
81 Witherington, 242. 
82 Marshall & Towner, 494. 
83 Knight, 171. 
84 1 Corinthians 3:5; 2 Corinthians 3:6; 6:4; 11:23; Ephesians 3:7; Colossians 1:23, 25. 
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The female deacons are not some kind of afterthought in v. 11 preceding, because the 
thrust in v. 13 following sees Paul speaking of those who have already occupied the role of 
the deacon in Ephesus, which would have been mostly males. 

3:13 There is nothing particularly limiting about the comment Paul makes in v. 13, but 
rather it serves as a commendation for those who have thus far been serving the Ephesian 
Believers in a diaconal capacity: “For those who have served well as deacons acquire a good 
standing for themselves, and great boldness in the faith that is in Christ Jesus” (HCSB). V. 13 
actually employs the aorist active participle diakonēsantes, which is probably best rendered 
as a past tense “served well as deacons” (NKJV). As Towner notes, “the list of requirements 
for deacons” previously in vs. 8-12 concludes with a word for “both men and women.”85 

The futuristic expectation for deacons is seen in that those who serve the Lord will be 
rewarded by Him (6:19; 1 John 2:28; 3:21; 4:17). New deacons who will enter into the 
leadership in Ephesus should take this as encouragement. It is to give them confidence as 
they proceed to serve the faith community (cf. 2 Corinthians 3:12; Ephesians 3:12). Mounce 
thinks that the high standing to which Paul refers should not necessarily be understood in 
terms of eschatological rewards, but instead what a spiritual leader experiences during the 
tenure of service: 

“It is not so much that by being a good deacon a person will receive rewards; it is in the 
actual doing of the service that one daily acquires a better standing before the people and 
more confidence in one’s personal faith. These rewards are not given to a believer at a 
certain time but rather are achieved during the process of service.”86 
 

 
14 I am writing these things to you, hoping to come to you before long; 15 but in 
case I am delayed, I write so that you will know how one ought to conduct himself 
in the household of God, which is the [assembly] of the living God, the pillar and 
support of the truth. 
 
3:14 Having just delivered instruction to Timothy on both overseers (vs. 1-7) and 

deacons (vs. 8-13), Paul tells his dear friend, “Although I hope to come to you soon, I am 
writing you these instructions...” (NIV). In v. 14 we see how Paul actually has plans to visit 
Timothy in Ephesus, but he writes him this letter precisely because of the strong possibility 
that he might not arrive. With Paul not being able to be there, Timothy is given his 
authorization to administrate and resolve the problems which have erupted in the Ephesian 
assembly. What would Paul have done were he able to have been there himself? Would 
Timothy’s style of administration and conflict resolution have been any different than 
Paul’s? There is no indication here that Timothy needs encouragement because of him 

 
85 Towner, 267. 
86 Mounce, 205. 
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somehow being a timid or self-conscious leader, even though he would have surely 
welcomed this correspondence from his mentor and ministry colleague. 

The personal side of 1 Timothy is realized in the words Tauta soi graphō, “These things I 
write to thee” (YLT), with soi (soi) or “you” notably being singular—a reference to 
Timothy.87 The importance of the singular soi undergirds the fact that the details about the 
different assembly offices just given have been delivered to Timothy, for him to implement 
in Ephesus as best as he sees fit.88 The information regarding overseers and deacons, then, 
should not be taken as universal guidelines ideal for all assemblies and congregations 
everywhere, but instead principally instruction on how to fix the leadership problems that 
had erupted in Ephesus per the influence of the false teaching. Yet, anyone in 
congregational leadership should think of what it would be like if they were in Timothy’s 
place, because Timothy does serve as a good model that leaders today should be able to 
follow after.89 Anyone in senior congregational leadership today should be able to employ 
the proper wisdom and discernment to know how to specify the responsibilities of an 
overseer/elder, and the responsibilities to be designated to a deacon—as all are to serve the 
local faith community with effectiveness. 

3:15 We have no way of knowing whether or not Paul was actually able to make it back 
to Ephesus, where he left Timothy in charge (1:3), but given the tone of 2 Timothy it does not 
seem likely that he made it back. Even if Timothy did not have to be encouraged from the 
standpoint of having a kind of phobia in administrating the Ephesian assembly, Paul’s letter 
would still have been welcomed. Paul writes his dear friend, “if I am delayed, you will know 
how people ought to conduct themselves in God's household, which is the [assembly] of the 
living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth” (NIV). When seeing this claim about the 
ekklēsia, it is right for us to be reminded of various other Pauline passages which depict the 
Body of Messiah as the Temple of God (1 Corinthians 3:9-17; 6:19; 2 Corinthians 6:16; 
Ephesians 2:20-22), something which is to communicate themes of both strength and 
firmness. 

Here the significance of the assembly is depicted to be stulos kai hedraiōma tēs alētheias, 
“the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (NRSV). The designation of “pillar” or stulos is an 
obvious image expressing permanence (Galatians 2:9; Revelation 3:12), whereas the term 
hedraiōma is sometimes a difficult term to translate, perhaps also meaning “protector” or 
“fortress.”90 The key thrust of what is communicated is that the assembly is to represent a 
safe place where people can see the truth of God represented. Paul’s writing to Timothy is to 

 
87 The Epistle of 1 Timothy notably ends (6:21) with the plural humōn, a recognition that the Ephesians 

would eventually hear it. 
88 To Payne, pp 308-309 this means, “All of the imperative verbs are framed in such a way that they urge 

Timothy to implement them.” 
89 Knight, 178. 
90 Marshall & Towner, 510; Mounce, 223. 
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make sure that both he and those he will see placed into leadership roles, can ably serve 
within the great construct known as the ekklēsia. 

Paul’s word selection, while easy to understand for any time period—in how the 
assembly is to serve as a steadfast anchor for God’s truth—certainly takes on more 
significance when read against how the false teaching had negatively influenced the 
Believers in Ephesus. Timothy’s responsibility as Paul’s designated administrator is to help 
restore a sense of truth to the Ephesians, as the false teachers had abandoned the truth (6:5; 
2 Timothy 2:18; 3:8; 4:4). Seeing some new leaders appointed could very much help fix the 
situation which had occurred, but eventually the assembly as a place for all of the Believers 
to know as a haven of godliness and the gospel would be the most imperative. Mounce 
describes how the assembly “must understand that salvation is not through a mythical 
reinterpretation of the law available only to a select few, but through faith as seen in Paul, 
the chief example of a sinner saved by grace.”91 Any new leaders Timothy would see slotted 
into places of service, would need to reaffirm the mission of the ekklēsia as a community of 
Messiah followers who were to make a difference in demonstrating His love and salvation to 
all people. What is asserted here in vs. 15-16, as Towner observes, “comes in the form of a 
strongly missiological depiction of the Christ-event that stresses both the humanity of 
Christ and the universality of salvation.”92 

It is only to be among the assemblies of God’s people, redeemed via the gospel, that the 
truth is to be found—not in the sectarianism and exclusivism of the false teachers. Marshall 
& Towner further state, “This means that the church [meaning, the assembly] is God’s 
dwelling and household. Ethical and theological implications come together in these images. 
On the one hand, within God’s household there is a standard of behaviour and 
responsibilities which must be acknowledged. On the other hand, where God dwells there is 
salvation.”93 Certainly, when Believers—whether recognized as leaders and teachers, or 
simply fellow brothers and sisters—can recognize the unique assembly of fellowship they 
compose, as dwelling within something that only the Lord Himself has constructed (cf. 
Matthew 16:18), this should lead to people taking on more and more responsibility for what 
this represents. As people mature in faith, no matter in what they are able to do whether 
small or great, born again Believers are to serve with the assembly so that it can truly stand 
firm against the schemes of the Adversary. 

It is important for us to not overlook how the assembly is labeled in v. 15 as ekklēsia 
Theou zōntos. James D.G. Dunn makes a connection between this description and “the 
assembly of Israel,” explaining how the early Believers “were God’s family, in direct 
continuity with the Israel of the one Lord God.”94 Linguistically speaking, it is true that in 

 
91 Mounce, 222. 
92 Towner, pp 270-271. 
93 Marshall & Towner, pp 509-510. 
94 Dunn, in NIB, 11:808. 
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many places in the Tanach, qahal ADONAI was rendered by the Septuagint as ekklēsia Kuriou.95 
The Apostolic Scriptures by no means depict the ekklēsia as some new or second assembly of 
elect, but as an Israel maximized for God’s purposes to the world. This Commonwealth of 
Israel (Ephesians 2:11-12) is a mixed assembly of both Jewish and non-Jewish Believers, who 
are to use their respective gifts and talents for the Lord’s service, contributing to the 
effectiveness of the Body of Messiah. While some might consider an Israel reworked around 
faith in Yeshua to be tantamount to replacement theology, only if the historical Jewish 
people are excluded and devalued within such an ekklēsia can this be considered true. It is 
not true if Jewish Believers in Messiah find their numbers augmented with Believers from 
the nations, whom the Lord has called to serve with them side-by-side in His stead. 

Dunn offers us some valuable thoughts, as today’s Messianic Believers seek to properly 
represent an assembly (qahal/ekklēsia) of God with distinct origins within Ancient Israel: 

“The link implied by church—ekklēsia—the assembly of Israel...needs fuller 
rethinking. For centuries the church has seen itself as replacing historic Israel, much as 
some have seen the church replacing the historic family unit. The long-term result has been 
centuries of anti-Semitism, culminating in the Holocaust. But now in revulsion against that 
tragic history, Paul’s attempt to hold together...Gentile and Jewish believers as together 
constituting the called people of God (Rom 9:24-29; 11:17-24) is being heard afresh. That is 
what lies behind the merging of household into house of God, into pillar and foundation of 
God’s Temple (3:15).”96 

Today’s Messianic movement, most of us believe, has been uniquely positioned to 
move beyond the mistakes of the past—and help all of God’s people enter into a unique 
season of growth and maturity, most anticipatory of the return of Messiah Yeshua to the 
Earth! How we see Jewish and non-Jewish Believers come together and contribute to a 
unique qahal/ekklēsia does, however, present us with many unique challenges and 
opportunities. 
 

 
16 By common confession, great is the mystery of godliness: He who was revealed 
in the flesh, was vindicated in the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the 
nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory. 
 
3:16 Declaring forth “the mystery of the faith” (v. 9), labeled in v. 16 as to tēs eusebeias 

mustērion, is what makes the ekklēsia the bulwark of truth in our fallen, sinful world. V. 16 is 
frequently thought to include a quotation from an early Messianic hymn or creed, 
something which is surely laced with themes of Heilsgeschichte (Ger. salvation history), and 

 
95 Deuteronomy 23:2-3; 1 Chronicles 28:8; Nehemiah 13:1; Micah 2:5. 
Cf. Mounce, 180. 
96 Dunn, in NIB, 11:809-810. 
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there has been much scholastic discussion over the kind of rhythm it has.97 Marshall & 
Towner summarize how what we see “is an exposition of the ‘mystery’, i.e. of what was 
secret but has been revealed; this secret is now seen to be the Saviour himself.”98 It is 
precisely in recognizing who this Savior is which is most important to any ancient or 
modern reader encountering v. 16, and the key events that have been witnessed in Him (cf. 
2 Timothy 1:9-10; Titus 1:1-3). It is only in the Messiah Yeshua that we can understand the 
plan of the ages (Romans 16:25). 

The terminology “great is the mystery of godliness” employed by Paul in his writing to 
Timothy, which would certainly be heard by many Ephesians, could be a counter-response 
to the dominant religiosity of Ephesus: “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!” (Acts 19:28, 34). 
Towner thinks, “it would be quite appropriate for Paul to intentionally hijack the pagan 
rhetoric to write this bit of the local religious story in terms of the gospel-promise of a new 
mode of existence, in Christ.”99 If Artemis is to some degree considered megas,100 then 
Israel’s Messiah is certainly much more significantly megas as demonstrated via major acts 
of redemption. Mounce informs us, “While it is easy to become lost in the exegetical 
minutiae of the hymn, its central purpose should not be lost: the gospel is about Christ, it is a 
mystery revealed, and the opponents are wrong.”101 While there are various proposals 
which have been offered on v. 16, the different stanzas of this hymn or creed summarize 
important aspects of the Messiah’s First Coming and His current activity on behalf of the 
saints. 

The declaration of v. 16 can be seen in six different events or phenomena, each 
pertaining to an important aspect of the gospel message in action. Principally, v. 16 relates 
to how the Messiah entered into the world to be sacrificed for human sin, was resurrected 
from the dead, and how the good news is to have a dynamic impact on all who hear: 

1. “He who was revealed in the flesh”—the Divine Messiah was 
incarnated as a human man (John 1:14; Romans 1:3) 

2. “was vindicated in the Spirit”—Yeshua was resurrected from the 
dead (Acts 2:24-36; Romans 8:11) 

3. “seen by angels”—the message of Yeshua is to be universally 
proclaimed (Philippians 2:9-11; Colossians 2:15; Hebrews 1:6)102 

4. “proclaimed among the nations”—the early declaration of the good 
news reached far and wide (Colossians 1:23) 

 
97 Marshall & Towner, pp 500-505. 
98 Ibid., 503. 
99 Towner, 277. 
100 Cf. W. Grundmann, “mégas,” in TDNT, pp 573-575 for a summary of how megas is used to refer to the 

Father and the Son. 
101 Mounce, 225. 
102 Alternatively, some think that this might be the presence of angels at the empty tomb (Luke 24:23). 
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5. “believed on in the world”—the ensuing belief and effects of 
recognizing Yeshua as Savior (1 Corinthians 1:18-2:5) 

6. “taken up in glory”—the Messiah’s ascension into Heaven and His 
present reign (Luke 9:51; Acts 1:2, 11, 22; Mark 16:19; Ephesians 4:10)103 

Those who are to serve the Body of Messiah in some kind of significant ministry 
capacity are to most certainly be able to expound upon these truths. At the same time, no 
mature Believer—who is to be submitted to a daily and weekly regimen of Bible study and 
teaching—should be unfamiliar with them either. Even though there are some different 
ways that one could view the concept of “the mystery of godliness” which is to be fervently 
maintained by the ekklēsia, significant aspects of the ministry and mission of Yeshua, and 
redemption secured by Him for sinful humanity, can be elaborated upon. The primary and 
secondary elements of the “the mystery of godliness” to be considered by Messiah followers 
can be summarized as follows: 

 
THE MYSTERY OF GODLINESS104 

1 TIMOTHY 3:16 SEEN IN THE MESSIAH 
 
He who was revealed in the flesh 

 
Incarnation (Yeshua’s humanity) 
Earthly ministry 
 

 
was vindicated in the Spirit 

 
In spiritual realm (Yeshua proven right) 
By the Holy Spirit (At immersion or 
resurrection) 
 

 
seen by angels 

 
Seen as the Messiah’s victorious ascent 
During Yeshua’s life 
 

 
proclaimed among the nations 

 
Preaching by disciples before 
resurrection 
Preaching by apostles after resurrection 
 

 
believed on in the world 

 
Result of preaching 
 

 
103 These categories are largely adopted from Mounce, pp 216-217. 
104 Ibid, pp 225-226. 
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taken up in glory 

 
Ascension 
Enthronement in Heaven 
Second Coming (parousia) 

 
1 Timothy 3:16 certainly gives much for Bible readers today to investigate and explore! 

A restored focus on the true “mystery of godliness” as manifested in the ministry of Yeshua 
would have certainly helped the Ephesians return to the proper path of spirituality. In the 
thought of Marshall & Towner, “Jesus’ human experience (which culminated in his 
suffering in human weakness) is followed by his return to power and vindication in the 
Spirit. In the Christ-event humanity and weakness give way to Spirit and power, and yet the 
two stages of Christ’s complete existence are not so much contradictory as they are 
complimentary.”105 Only by Believers seeking the aid of the Spirit, and in having the Word 
of God implanted within them (James 1:21), can one hope to adequately understand the life-
changing dynamics of what the Messiah has accomplished and what He will finish in the 
future. 

The assembly has been given a huge responsibility to declare forth “the mystery of 
godliness,” in particular “so that the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known 
through the [assembly] to the rulers and the authorities in the heavenly places” (Ephesians 
3:10; cf. 1 Peter 1:12). V. 16 specifically says that the gospel has been “proclaimed among 
Gentiles” (NRSV), with this being one of those key places where a more neutral rendering of 
“nations” (NASU) far better communicates what is intended. Pheme Perkins describes, 
“Contrary to the NRSV, the translation ‘nations’ should be adopted for Gk. ethnē...since the 
expression is in poetic parallelism with ‘believed in throughout the world.’”106 The multi-
faceted good news, quite contrary to the false teaching that had been circulating in Ephesus, 
was to affect far more than just a small group of initiates! 

Mounce thinks that vs. 14-16 serve as “a pause for Paul to put his instructions into 
perspective.”107 Chs. 2 and 3 have been largely spent issuing some instruction for Timothy to 
see that problems present in the leadership of the Ephesian assembly can be fixed. He takes 
a brief moment to summarize the purpose of what the ekklēsia is to be actively performing. 1 
Timothy 4:1-5 following will tie into what has just been said regarding congregational 
leadership, in particular for refuting some of what the false teachers had specifically 
advocated. In Witherington’s estimation, “The answer is perhaps that Paul is about to speak 
of the false teachers again, hence the need to emphasize the true faith and its content first as 

 
105 Marshall & Towner, 526. 
106 Perkins, in ECB, 1436. 
Also Earle, in EXP, 11:370 says, “The Greek ethnesin literally means ‘nations’ but is often translated 

‘Gentiles.’” 
107 Mounce, 218. 
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well as the potential universal scope and the all-inclusive saving intent of God.”108 Having 
just stated what the community of faith is to be actively concerning itself with, Paul will 
mention a few things which have caused some considerable interruptions. 

 
 
 
 

 
108 Witherington, 248. 
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