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     CFCW-11/03/2013 
 

“Caring for Widows” 
(1 Timothy 5:3-16) 

 
Introduction 
 
 If you have read ahead this week, you know that our passage this morning primarily deals 
with the church’s need to care for widows.  But, as we will see, the application in our own day is not 
only for needy widows, but for any vulnerable member of our congregation.  Over the past several 
years, in wider society, I have noticed an increasing number of news headlines about the plight of one 
particular segment of our population—single mothers.  Due to the combination of the decline in respect 
for marriage, increased co-habitation and divorce rates, and the economic struggles of recent years, 
single mothers and their children face more challenges than ever.  Here are some statistics that, sadly, 
prove this point: 
 
In 2013, Single-mother families in poverty increased for the fourth straight year to 4.1 million, or 41.5 
percent [almost half of single mother households].1 
 
In contrast, the share of married-couple families in poverty remained unchanged at 2.1 million, or 8.7 
percent [Less than 10% of married couple households].2 
 
Half of single mother families have an annual income less than $25,000. The median income for single 
mother families ($25,353) is only one third the median for married couple families ($78,699).3 

Only one third of single mothers receive any child support, and the average amount these mothers 
receive is only about $300 a month.4 

In light of these statistics, it is clear that single mothers and their children represent some of the most 
vulnerable people in America, and thus, they will also be some of the most vulnerable members of our 
churches.    

God has always had a heart for the vulnerable.  Throughout the Old Testament you hear of His 
concern for three particular groups of people--Widows, orphans, and foreigners—all of whom faced 
particular difficulties among the people of Israel. 
 
Exodus 22:21-23- ““You shall not wrong a sojourner or oppress him, for you were sojourners in the land 
of Egypt. 22 You shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child. 23 If you do mistreat them, and they 
cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry.” 
 

                                                           
1
 From an article in The Huffington Post entitled, “Single Mother Poverty” accessed online at 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/09/19/single-mother-poverty_n_3953047.html on 10/30/2013. 
  

2
 Ibid. 

 
3
 Cited from http://singlemotherguide.com/single-mother-statistics/ accessed online on 10/30/2013 

 
4
 Ibid. 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/09/19/single-mother-poverty_n_3953047.html
http://singlemotherguide.com/single-mother-statistics/
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Psalm 68:5- “Father of the fatherless and protector of widows is God in his holy habitation.” 
 
Isaiah 1:17- “[L]earn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to the fatherless, plead the 
widow’s cause.” 
 

It is clear from Old Testament Scripture that God cares for the vulnerable (widows, orphans, 
strangers) and that He wants his people to reflect his heart of concern for the vulnerable.  And God’s 
care for the vulnerable didn’t end in the Old Testament.  The ministry of Jesus (Mark 12:38-40; Luke 
7:11-17), the example of the early church (Acts 6), and the commands of the New Testament letters (e.g. 
James 1:27), demonstrate that our God still cares for the needy.  We will see this emphasis on care for 
those in need in our passage this morning.   
 
Background 
 
 Over the last several months we have been studying through 1 Timothy.  1 Timothy is a letter 
written by the Apostle Paul to his spiritual son in the faith, Timothy.  In this letter, Paul instructs Timothy 
in how the members of a local church should live life together.  Throughout this letter Paul has taught 
Timothy good (love-producing) doctrine (1:5).  Paul wants the corporate life of the church to honor God 
because the church is God’s household (family; 3:15).  Because the church claims to be the family of 
God, the members of the church have a responsibility to care for one another.  The church especially has 
the responsibility to care for those members who are vulnerable.   
 This morning we will be studying 5:3-16 where we will see Paul’s instructions for how the church 
is to care for widows.  As you read through this long section of Scripture, it is fascinating to observe 
that Paul spends more time in this letter giving instructions for widows than he does for any other 
group.5   

Why does Paul spend so much time on this?  I think we can safely assume two reasons for this:  
First, Paul’s heart reflects God’s heart.  As we have seen, God has a special place in his heart for those 
who are vulnerable—and widows in the first century AD were certainly vulnerable.  According to one 
commentator, women in ancient times dreaded the fate of becoming widows.  A widow would have to 
choose between returning to her own family, taking a subordinate position in their husband’s family, 
remarrying, or seeking death.6  Second, Paul spends a lot of time on this issue because the church in 
Ephesus was struggling to know how to care for its widows.  Some widows were being overlooked 
(5:3), and others (especially younger widows) were taking advantage of the provision of the church and 
becoming lazy and sinful (5:11-13).   

For our own part this morning, we no longer live in a first century Roman context.  America has 
a social safety net that provides to some extent for older women whose husbands have died.  However, 
many widows still need help and churches needs to be sensitive to widows in their membership who are 
struggling.  At the same time, as I stated in the introduction, we need to realize that this passage doesn’t 
only apply to widows whose husbands have died.  In our day, this passage definitely also applies to 
single mothers with children.  So, how should a church care for its vulnerable members? 
 
MIM: The church should be wise and intentional as it cares for vulnerable members. 

                                                           
5
 Philip Towner, 1 Timothy in NICNT, ed. by Gordon Fee (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 

2006), 333.  
 
`
6
 Gerhard Kittel, Gerhard Friedrich, and Geoffrey William Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1985), 1313. 
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We are going to ask three questions from our passage this morning: Who is a widow?  Who should 

care for widows?  What was required to be a widow?   

I. Who is a widow (5:3-7)? 
 
1 Timothy 5:3-7- “Honor widows who are truly widows. 4 But if a widow has children or grandchildren, 
let them first learn to show godliness to their own household and to make some return to their parents, 
for this is pleasing in the sight of God. 5 She who is truly a widow, left all alone, has set her hope on God 
and continues in supplications and prayers night and day, 6 but she who is self-indulgent is dead even 
while she lives. 7 Command these things as well, so that they may be without reproach.” 
 

A. The command to “Honor widows who are truly widows,” (5:3) sets the stage for this whole 
passage.  The word for “widow” can refer to any woman without a husband, not just a 
woman whose husband had died.7  So, again, for our understanding today, the word would 
include a single-mother with children, or even a believing woman whose unbelieving 
husband refused to care for her (cf. 5:8). The word “honor” refers to more than just respect, 
though it clearly includes respect.  In fact, the Greek translation of the Old Testament 
(Septuagint or LXX) uses this same word for “honor” in Exodus 20:12: 

 
Exodus 20:12- “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land that the LORD 
your God is giving you.” 
 

a. This is, of course, the fifth commandment.  The Lord Jesus understood the fifth 
commandment to include not only respect, but also financial provision.  That’s 
why he railed against the Pharisees and scribes who taught the tradition of Corban.  
Corban is the Hebrew word for a gift dedicated to God (cf. Lev. 1:2). 

 
Matthew 15:3-6- “He answered them, “And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake of 
your tradition? 4 For God commanded, ‘Honor your father and your mother,’ and, ‘Whoever reviles 
father or mother must surely die.’ 5 But you say, ‘If anyone tells his father or his mother, “What you 
would have gained from me is given to God,” 6 he need not honor his father.’ So for the sake of your 
tradition you have made void the word of God.” 
 
In Matthew 15, Jesus is clearly teaching that “honor” for one’s parents includes not only respect, but 
also financial assistance and provision whenever necessary.  As we see throughout our passage this 
morning, Paul is concerned not merely that widows in the Ephesian church are shown respect.  He is 
concerned that their physical needs are met.  The concept of honor in this passage implies financial 
assistance.  The word ‘Honor’ in 1 Timothy 5:3, should be understood to mean something like ‘provide 
the support that honor demands.’8  
 

B. At the same time, Paul says “Honor widows who are truly widows.”  This concept of a “true 
widow” in repeated three times in this passage (vv. 3, 5, 16).  From our passage we can see 
that “true widows” are characterized by two things: destitution and devotion.    

 

                                                           
7
 Philip Ryken, 1 Timothy in Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007), 198. 

 
8
 Philip Towner, 1 Timothy, 338. 
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a. A true widow is destitute (5:5a). 
 
1 Timothy 5:5b- “She who is truly a widow, left all alone…” 
 

1. The woman who is truly a widow is “left all alone”—she has no family to 
husband or family to support her and she has no money with which to live.   

 
Illustration: This is the widow of Mark 12:42-44 who put two small copper coins into the Temple 
treasury, but Jesus told His disciples that in God’s eyes she had given more than the rest because others 
had given out of their abundance, but she had given out of her poverty, “all she had to live on” (Luke 
12:44).  Paul wants the Ephesian church to care for such women. 
 

b. A true widow is devoted to God (5:5b-6). 
 
1 Timothy 5:5b-6-“She who is truly a widow, left all alone, has set her hope on God and continues in 
supplications and prayers night and day, but she who is self-indulgent is dead even while she lives.” 
 

1. The woman who is truly a widow is also devoted to God.  She has “set her 
hope on God.”  She has trusted in God as her Savior in the past and now is 
living moment-by-moment trusting in the promises of God for her present 
needs.  And she “continues in supplications and prayers night and day.”   
The pattern of her life is one of prayer.  “Supplications” are requests and 
petitions for particular needs.  “Prayers” is a more general word for 
different kinds of prayers.  And this widow continues in prayer day and 
night.  Her ministry in the church is one of continual prayer.   

 
Illustration:  This widow is like Anna whom we meet in Luke 2, when Jesus’ parents bring Him to the 
temple as an infant to be circumcised.  “She did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fasting and 
prayer night and day” (Luke 2:37).  This was the kind of faithful widow that Paul says deserves support. 
 
Application:  We underestimate the power of prayer, don’t we?  The thing that qualified a widow for 

support in the NT was both her NEED and her DEVOTION to God evidenced by continual (“night and 

day”) prayers.  God answers prayer because it puts His glory on display.  He shows Himself to be a 

stronghold and help in time of need.  He shows that He is able to provide, protect, preserve, and prosper 

His children.  He shows that He is good and greatly to be praised!  On the Day of Judgment, I think we 

will be surprised at how great the reward will be for faithful older women who devote themselves to 

prayer for the sake of the Gospel and the good of the church.  Women of Christ Fellowship, do you pray? 

2. But did you noticed that Paul also says, “But she who is self-indulgent is 
dead even while she lives” (5:6)?  The word in Greek for “self-indulgent” is 
only used in one other place in the NT.  It is found in James 5:5, where 
James condemns the rich in the church for living “in luxury and in self-
indulgence.”  The word speaks of a life of pleasure and ease.  It might even 
imply that the woman is sexually immoral.  Paul says such a woman is dead 
while she lives.  She might seem to be living what the world considers “the 
good life,” but in God’s eyes, she is dead (Eph. 2:1-3) and on her way to 
Judgment.  In God’s eyes, such women are good for nothing. 
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“They are in the world to no purpose, buried alive as to the great ends of living.”9 
 
          -Matthew Henry 
 
Obviously, such a woman, even if she was a widow should not receive any support.   
 
Application: We need to learn a lesson from this.  We need to honor the kind of women that God 
honors and reject the kind of women who reject God.  Let me speak to the young women of Christ 
Fellowship, but not just to the young women:  Who do you look up to?  Do you watch television shows 
and movies and wish you could live the kind of rich and flashy lifestyles of famous actors and actresses?  
God says such people are dead even while they live.  In God’s eyes they might as well already be dead 
because they are wasting their lives and they will be judged for it.  Instead, look up to women who are 
characterized by devotion to the church and a lifestyle of prayer and dependence upon God.  Spend 
time with godly older women and learn from them.  They have much to teach you about following 
Jesus! (Titus 2:3-4).   
 
So our passage teaches us that a woman is truly a widow if she is destitute of personal resources and 
also a faithful follower of Jesus Christ.  Such women should receive whatever help they need. 
 

II. Who should care for widows (vv. 4, 7-8, 15)? 
 
1 Timothy 5:4- “But if a widow has children or grandchildren, let them first learn to show godliness to 
their own household and to make some return to their parents, for this is pleasing in the sight of God.” 
 

A. Paul is writing these instructions concerning widows to Timothy and the Ephesian church, 
but obviously as you read through this passage, Paul doesn’t expect the church to care for 
the practical and financial needs of every godly widow.  As we just read in 5:4, if a widow 
has children or grandchildren, they should care for her instead of the church.   Paul says, 
“let them first learn to show godliness to their own household.”  The idea is that it does not 
do any good to pretend to be godly in the church if you are not willing to FIRST care for 
your destitute mother or grandmother.  All throughout the Scripture, our first priority in 
ministry is to our own families (see 1 Tim. 3:4).  We have seen the word “godliness” before 
in 1 Timothy (see 2:2, 3:16, 4:7; 4:8, see also 6:3).  It speaks of a life lived in the awareness 
that God is our Father who wants us to please Him.  It is living life well because you are 
living life before the face of God (coram deo).  Part of what it means to be godly is a 
willingness to care for aging parents.   In fact, God says that we owe this to our parents 
because they gave us life and cared for us when were younger.  That is why Paul says, “and 
to make some return to their parents, for this is pleasing in the sight of God.”  
  

B. Even the non-Christians of Paul’s day understood that children needed to care for their 
aging parents as a way to repay their parents for giving them life and raising them.  Thus, 
Paul says what he does to the men of the church in 1 Timothy 5:7-8: 

 

                                                           
9 Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged in One 

Volume (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 2356. 
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1 Timothy 5:7-8- “Command these things as well, so that they may be without reproach. 8 But if anyone 
does not provide for his relatives, and especially for members of his household, he has denied the faith 
and is worse than an unbeliever.” 
 

a. “These things” refers to what Paul had been saying in from 5:3 onward, that the 
children or grandchildren of godly widows should care for their material needs.  Paul 
didn’t want members of the church to bear “reproach,” or blame for not caring for 
their parents well.  The non-Christian community was watching this new church 
and Paul wanted those non-Christians to see a community of believers who cared 
for one another and especially for the members of their own natural families.      
 

b. If a man in the church was unwilling to care for his relatives and especially for the 
members of his own family, he had “denied the faith.”  He might profess to be a 
believer with his mouth, but by his actions he had denied the Gospel.  He was 
“worse than an unbeliever” because he was unwilling to do what even the non-
believers of that culture were willing to do—care for their aging parents.   

 
C. From 1 Timothy 5:8, we also see that a Christian man isn’t only responsible to care for his 

widowed mother or grandmother, he is also responsible to provide for his other relatives 

(e.g. aunts, cousins).  But Paul doesn’t only address the men in this regard.  In 1 Timothy 

5:16, he picks up this theme of providing for one’s relatives again, but this time, he 

addresses the women. 

1 Timothy 5:16- “If any believing woman has relatives who are widows, let her care for them. Let the 

church not be burdened, so that it may care for those who are truly widows.” 

1. Paul is saying that any believing woman who is able is obligated to care for any 

widows among her relatives.  The reason for this is simple: “So that the church can 

care for those who are truly widows.”  Here we see again what it means to be a 

“truly a widow.”  A true widow is a woman who is “left all alone” (5:5) with no 

children, grandchildren, or relatives to care for her.  Paul says that such a one is to 

be cared for by the church.   

So we see that there are three lines of defense in the local church for widows:  

First, if a woman has believing children or grandchildren, they have the primary responsibility to care for 

her.   

Second, if she does not have children or grandchildren, but has believing relatives (either male or 

female) who are able to care for her, they must do so.   

Third, if she has no one at all to care for her, the church MUST care for her.   

This third line of defense is what Paul addresses in 1 Timothy 5:9-15, where he gives more detailed 

qualifications for these widows. 
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III. What was required to be a widow? 

1 Timothy 5:9-15-Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, having been the wife 
of one husband, 10 and having a reputation for good works: if she has brought up children, has shown 
hospitality, has washed the feet of the saints, has cared for the afflicted, and has devoted herself to 
every good work. 11 But refuse to enroll younger widows, for when their passions draw them away from 
Christ, they desire to marry 12 and so incur condemnation for having abandoned their former faith. 13 
Besides that, they learn to be idlers, going about from house to house, and not only idlers, but also 
gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not. 14 So I would have younger widows marry, bear 
children, manage their households, and give the adversary no occasion for slander. 15 For some have 
already strayed after Satan.” 
 

A. In this section, we discover something of the “backstory” for this passage.  Why did Paul 
spend so much time on the topic of widows?  Because the church of Ephesus was 
experiencing trouble in caring for widows.  It is possible that Timothy had even written Paul 
and asked for clarification as to how the church was to provide for the widows in their 
midst.  It seems very likely from this passage that the church was caring for too many 
widows, some of whom were not “truly widows” and were abusing the system. 
   

B. From this passage (and later in church history), many commentators see something like an 
“office” for widows, just as there was an office for elders and deacons.  Many 
commentators believe these widows received their support from the church and in return 
ministered to the church through prayer and caring for the women in the church under 
the direction of the deacons.  For my part, I don’t see anywhere in the passage that says 
these women had a special office in the church.  However, it is very clear that the church 
kept of list of women who were qualified to receive financial support from the church.  
This list was apparently over-crowded and so Paul gives Timothy three qualifications to “be 
put on the list of widows” (5:9, NIV).  To be included on the list a woman had to be the right 
age, had to have been faithful to her husband, and had to have a reputation for good works.   

 
a. The right age- “not less than sixty years of age” (5:9a)-It is not clear why Paul chose 

the age of sixty, but it probably had something to do with the fact that not many 
people lived that long in the ancient world and thus, the church would not be 
burdened by too many widows. 
 

b. Faithful to her husband- “having been the wife of one husband” (5:9b)-The Greek 
literally reads, “a woman of one man.”  If you remember back to the qualifications 
for elders and deacons, both were required to be in the Greek “men of one women” 
(3:2, 12).  The idea is not that these women were only married to one man.  A 
woman could have been widowed at a young age only to be married again to 
another man who subsequently died.  The idea is that she needed to have been 
faithful to her now deceased husband—not an adulterous.     

 
c. A reputation for good works-The list of good deeds Paul gives in verse 10 describe a 

woman who was a faithful follower of Jesus—prioritizing her home and children, 
humbly serving the other members of the church, and caring for those who were 
suffering.  She was to have been “devoted to every good work.”  All of these 
requirements are put in the aorist tense in the Greek, which show they were are 
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part of her past involvement in the church.  This widow is a long-term church 
member who has a long-term track record of faithfulness.   

 
C. In contrast, from 1 Timothy 5:11-15, we see Paul commands Timothy to not enroll younger 

women on the list.  The reason for this was practical.   
 

a. First, younger widows would often begin to desire to marry, and for some, the 
desire was so strong that they would marry unbelievers.  I think that is what we 
are seeing in verse 12, were Paul writes, “and so incur condemnation for having 
abandoned their former faith.”   Some of the younger widows in Ephesus apparently 
were willing to forsake the Church if that meant they could be married again.  
Missionaries in Muslim countries today face this same struggle today when wives 
convert after their husbands turn to Christianity.  But when the husbands die, these 
women sometimes revert to Islam.   
 

b. Some younger widows who received their livelihood from the church apparently 
were becoming idle going from house to house gossiping (5:13).  They should have 
used their time in prayer and ministering to the body, but instead, they were lazily 
going about gossiping and causing division in the body.  It is very possible that some 
of these younger widows had fallen under the spell of the false teachers and were 
going about spreading the false teaching.   

 
D. To counteract this evil, in verse 14, younger widows should “bear children, manage their 

households, and give the adversary no occasion for slander. 15 For some have already 
strayed after Satan.”  Young widows would be protected from sin and falling away from the 
church by getting married and raising a family.   

 
Illustration:  While it might seem strange to have an official list of widows who receive their livelihood 
from the church, churches throughout history have had this practice.  By the third century AD, there was 
an official office of “widow” in some churches who taught children, cared for the poor, and instructed 
women in doctrine in preparation for baptism.  In the 19th century, Charles Spurgeon’s church, the 
Metropolitan Tabernacle in London, operated an Almhouse where they cared for hundreds of widows.  
However, in our own day this practice of caring for widows has fallen out of practice because of our 
government welfare system.  But, there are still ways for us to care for widows.  My wife’s family used 
to visit a widow named Mrs. Lami and bring her to church and have her into their home on a regular 
basis.  Their visits were a highlight in Mrs. Lami’s week.  This is just one a picture of valuable ministry to 
widows.   
 
But while we don’t currently have widows to care for in Christ Fellowship, there are several 
implications for us from this passage: 
 

1. The church is to care for the vulnerable in her midst.  Why?  Because our care for others 
reflects God’s care for us.  It speaks of the Gospel.   

 
Gospel 
 
 The Gospel tells us that when we were weak and needy, separated from God by our sins, God 
sent His Son Jesus to be born of a virgin and live as a man.  He lived among us, suffering need and 
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homelessness and yet he never sinned, but always obeyed.  He died on the cross as a sacrifice for His 
people, paying for their sins.  Even on the cross, he modeled godliness by caring for his mother, who was 
a widow by placing her under John’s care.  He died and then He rose from the dead demonstrating that 
God had accepted His sacrifice.  Now all who turn from their sins (repent) put their trust in Him will be 
saved.  They are a part of the family of God.  There will be no widows in heaven!  If you have not trusted 
in Jesus, I pray you will do so today.  God will forgive you and receive you!  Church, because God has 
cared for us in Christ, we have the privilege of caring for one another, especially those among us who 
are most vulnerable.   
 

2. Men, you have a responsibility to care for your family and to not do so is sin.  If you must work 
more than one or two jobs to do so, that is what the Lord would have you do (5:8).  

 
3. No member of Christ Fellowship should ever have to fear being homeless or hungry.  Yes, the 

primary application of this passage is for widows, but the application extends to any vulnerable 
and needy person in the church, especially single mothers.  We are a faith family and so we 
meet one another’s needs. 

 
4. Caring for the vulnerable is acceptable worship in God’s eyes.  It is “pleasing in the sight of 

God” (5:4).  That word for “pleasing” in 5:4, is the same word for “pleasing” prayers we saw 
back in 1 Timothy 3:3.  It is word related to the OT word “acceptable” as in “acceptable 
sacrifice.”  God sees our care for the needy and vulnerable among us as a sacrifice of worship to 
Him! 

 
5. Care for the vulnerable should be intentional as there is a stewardship before God (v.9).  Do 

you see the intentionality in this passage?  As we seek to build a faithful church, we need to 
put proper, well-thought through structures in place so that we can care for those among us 
who experience need.  Especially widows and single mothers. 

 
6. Christ Fellowship, we don’t have any widows among us right now, but we probably will in the 

future and we will need to care for them well.  But what about right now?  Who in our church 
plant is vulnerable and in need of YOUR care?  Who in your life outside of our church plant 
needs you to care for them?  You are very much like Jesus when you care for the needs of 
others. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Christ Fellowship, from our passage this morning we see that our godliness will be seen in our care for 
those who are vulnerable.  May God help us be a church who cares for the widow, the orphan, and the 
stranger among us!   
 
James 1:27- “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and 
widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.”    Let’s pray… 
 


