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 CFCW-11/10/2013 
 

“Caring For Elders” 
(1 Timothy 5:17-25) 

 
Introduction 
 
 How important is leadership in the church?  Throughout the Old Testament, you see the impact 
that leaders have on the people of God.  Godly leaders such as Moses and David led the people of Israel 
into God’s blessing.  Wicked leaders such as Jeroboam, Ahab, and Manasseh led the people of Israel into 
God’s Judgment.  As he was dying, King David wrote one last psalm and its theme was leadership: 
 
2 Samuel 23-2-4- “The Spirit of the LORD speaks by me; his word is on my tongue. 3 The God of Israel has 
spoken; the Rock of Israel has said to me: When one rules justly over men, ruling in the fear of God, 4 he 
dawns on them like the morning light, like the sun shining forth on a cloudless morning, like rain that 
makes grass to sprout from the earth.” 
 
In the OT, godly leadership is a blessing to God’s people.     
 You can see this principle in New Testament as well.  The Lord Jesus is the Leader par excellence 
who leads His people into eternal blessing.  The apostles were appointed to be leaders in the Church 
guiding the Church into obedience and blessing.  As an old man, the Apostle Paul wrote down a job 
description describing the kind of men who were to lead in local churches (1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9).  
When we studied 1 Timothy 3:1-7, we saw that God desired the men who were to lead the church as 
elders (pastors) to be “above reproach.” (3:2). Elders must be godly men because what David wrote 
leadership in 2 Samuel 23:2-4 is true.  If they are to lead the church into obedience and blessing, the 
leaders of the church must be godly men.    

At the same time, we need to realize that even the godliest of leaders in the church are not 
super-men who can go it alone.  Elders are also a part of the body of Christ and must be ministered to 
by the body if they are to thrive and bless the congregation.  For the leadership of the church to be 
effective, the people of God must care for their leaders.   
 
Background 
  
 Over the past four months, we have been studying through this book of 1 Timothy.  It is a 
foundational book for understanding how the people of God should live “life together” in the local 
church.  The local church is a part of the family of God.  We want Christ Fellowship to be a family of 
faith that lives out the commands of God in Gospel-community.  Those who lead us as elders will either 
help us fulfill this desire, or they will lead us away into division and ineffectiveness.   
 This is what we have seen in 1 Timothy.  Paul left Timothy in the church of Ephesus to serve as 
its pastor precisely because the church was being torn apart by false teachers.  Many of these false 
teachers were probably elders in the church.   In our passage this morning we see Paul once again 
addressing this issue of elders.  But this time, he is instructing Timothy in how the church of Ephesus 
should care for its leaders.   The church of Ephesus was filled with division and false teaching primarily 
because of a failure in leadership.  Timothy had been sent to Ephesus to correct this failure, and Paul 
writes this section of 1 Timothy to give him guidance as he does so.  As we study this passage, we need 
to remember that Paul had a special care for these elders, many of whom he had led to faith in Christ 
during his ministry in Ephesus (cf. Acts 20:17-38).  In this passage, Paul gives four overarching 
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commands that will guide our time together this morning.  The local church should provide well for 
elders, protect innocent elders, rebuke sinning elders, and carefully appoint new elders.     
 
MIM: A local church must care well for the leaders God gives it. 
 

I. The Church Should Provide Well for Elders (5:17-18) 
 
1 Timothy 5:17-18- “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those 
who labor in preaching and teaching. 18 For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it 
treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer deserves his wages.”  
 

A. The first command Paul gives Timothy has to do with honoring “the elders who rule 
well.”  Last week, we saw that Paul used this same word “honor” when discussing 
the church’s obligation to care for widows.  Paul’s intention was not merely that 
the church would respect widows, but that the church would provide for the 
physical needs of widows as well.   
 

B. In 5:17, Paul says the “elders who rule well” are worthy of “double honor.”   The 
Greek word translated “rule” here has the idea of management.  It is the same word 
used in 3:4 where Paul says, “He must manage his own household well.”  That is 
really the idea in 5:17.  Paul is not referring to elders who rule like kings.  He is 
referring to elders who are managing the affairs of the church well.  It is these 
elders who are worthy of “double honor.”  

 
C.  Commentators disagree as to the exact meaning of “double honor.”  I believe it is 

referring to a church’s obligation to respect her leaders and to provide generously 
for their needs.  Paul says this especially the case for those who “labor in preaching 
and teaching.”  Men who commit many hours during the week to studying, 
meditating on, and teaching God’s word to the congregation should be generously 
supported for their labor.     

 
a. In this passage, Paul is clearly talking about “honor” in terms of financial 

support.  Our English word “honorarium” retains this idea.  We know this is 
true because of what Paul says in 5:18. “For the Scripture says, “You shall 
not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer deserves 
his wages.”  These quotations are from the OT Law (Deuteronomy 25:4) and 
the teaching of Jesus Christ (Luke 10:7).  As an aside, it is striking to note 
here is that only about 30 years after Jesus’ death, the Church already 
understands that the words of Jesus recorded in the NT writings are AS 
AUTHORITATIVE AS the OT Scriptures!   

 
b. This is not the first time that Paul has used Deuteronomy 25:4 in support of 

the idea that ministers of the Gospel deserve to be paid for their ministry in 
the church. 

 
1 Corinthians 9:7-14--“Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard without 
eating any of its fruit? Or who tends a flock without getting some of the milk? 8 Do I say these things on 
human authority? Does not the Law say the same? 9 For it is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not 
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muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain.” Is it for oxen that God is concerned? 10 Does he not certainly 
speak for our sake? It was written for our sake, because the plowman should plow in hope and the 
thresher thresh in hope of sharing in the crop. 11 If we have sown spiritual things among you, is it too 
much if we reap material things from you?” If others share this rightful claim on you, do not we even 
more? Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather than put an 
obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ. 13 Do you not know that those who are employed in the 
temple service get their food from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in the sacrificial 
offerings? 14 In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get 
their living by the gospel.”  
 

While Paul’s point in this passage is that he did not demand his right to be 
paid when he ministered among the Corinthians, still he clearly teaches that 
those who “proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel.”  
Jesus’ teaching in Luke 10:7 is the same, “The laborer deserves his wages.”   

 
Illustration:  The issue of ministers and money is a touchy one.  Some faithful pastors who struggle 
financially are not willing to ask for a raise because they don’t want others to think they are in it for the 
money.  Others take advantage of the church and require huge salaries that raise questions about 
their motivation for ministry.  In July 2009, the New York Times ran a story on the resignation of Dr. 
Brad Braxton from Riverside Church in Manhattan.  Riverside is a historically liberal church that rejects 
the idea that Jesus is the only way to heaven.  Dr. Braxton came under fire because some in the church 
thought his teaching on Jesus was too Evangelical (i.e., “Jesus is the only way.”).  But Dr. Braxton also 
came under fire for taking a salary of $457,000.1  This issue of salary has divided many churches from 
their ministers and so it is important that church’s think well about how they provide for their ministers.   
 
Application 
 

1. Elders who lead the church well are worthy of honor. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:12-13- “We ask you, brothers, to respect those who labor among you and are over you 
in the Lord and admonish you, 13 and to esteem them very highly in love because of their work.”   
 

2. Part of the honor due to ministers who lead the church well, “especially those who labor in 
preaching and teaching,” is financial support.   
 

“An ox is at least allowed to eat as he labors, and the same should be true for pastors. Otherwise, we are 
treating those who minister the word worse than a beast.”2 
          -David Platt 
 
 

                                                           
1
 Cited from a New York Times article entitled, “Pastor at Riverside Church Ends Stormy Tenure With 

Unexpected Resignation” accessed online at http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/01/nyregion/01pastor.html on 
11/07/2013. 

 
2
 David Platt, Daniel L. Akin, and Tony Merida, Christ-Centered Exposition: Exalting Jesus in 1&2 Timothy 

and Titus (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2013), 88. 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/01/nyregion/01pastor.html
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3. The church’s support of her ministers should be generous.  This is the heart of what Paul is 
getting at in 5:17.  Our God has generously given His Son that we might be reconciled to Him.  A 
church would be wise to provide generously for her ministers as a testimony to the Gospel.   

 
 “It is not the church’s responsibility to teach their ministers to be content by giving him the gift of 
poverty.”3  
         -Philip Ryken 
 

4. Churches have the responsibility to evaluate the faithfulness of their ministers.  Paul says “Let 
the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor” (5:17).  If a minister is failing to 
lead well and unwilling to labor hard in preaching and teaching, he should not expect to receive 
the financial support of the church.  Sometimes the most godly thing a church can do is fire its 
pastor.   
 

So, part of caring well for elders is providing for them financially.   
 

II. The Church Should Protect Innocent Elders (5:19) 
 
1 Timothy 5:19- “Do not admit a charge against an elder except on the evidence of two or three 
witnesses.” 
  

A. Another way a church cares for her elders is by protecting innocent elders from 
false accusation.  In a climate such as the one that existed in the church of Ephesus 
where the leadership was divided between Timothy and the faithful elders on one 
side and the false teachers on the other, it is not hard to imagine why Paul would 
give this command.  It would be very easy for the false teachers to stir up trouble 
in the church by falsely accusing elders of sins they had not committed.  This is one 
of Satan’s strategies.  He is known as the “Accuser of [the] brothers” in Revelation 
12:10.  If Satan falsely accuses the righteous (like Jesus and Stephen), it makes sense 
that those who follow him (the false teachers) would use the same tactics. 
   

B. At the same time, it is very possible for elders to fall into sin and so Paul sets a 
standard to help Timothy and the church to know whether or not they should 
entertain an accusation against an elder: “Except on evidence of two or three 
witnesses.”   An elder must be accused of sin by more than one person before the 
leadership of the church and ultimately the church entertains the accusation.  
Otherwise, if only one person comes forward to accuse an elder, the church should 
not even entertain the accusation.  
  

a. In setting the standard at “two or three witnesses” Paul is appealing directly 
to the OT Law by quoting Deuteronomy 19:15. 

 
Deuteronomy 19:15- “A single witness shall not suffice against a person for any crime or for any wrong in 
connection with any offense that he has committed. Only on the evidence of two witnesses or of three 
witnesses shall a charge be established.” 

                                                           
3
 Philip Ryken, 1 Timothy in Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007), 223.  
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b. God’s standard for witnesses in the OT still stands up today.  In order to 
protect its ministers, a church should not even listen to an accusation 
brought against an elder if only one person brings that accusation.4 

 
Illustration: I remember sitting in a business meeting at one of my former churches when a member of 
the church was brought up for church discipline because he was accusing two of the elders of sin, but no 
one else came with him when he made the accusations.  When the elders told him of this standard in 1 
Timothy 5:19, he did not stop accusing the elders.  As a result, the church eventually excommunicated 
him for not repenting of his sin in accusing elders of sin in an unbiblical way.  If more churches followed 
this pattern, much of the gossip against pastors that takes place in churches would be stopped.   
 
So churches care for their elders by protecting them from false accusations.  But what about situations 
where elders really are guilty of sin and two or three witnesses come to confront them? 
 

III. The Church Should Publically Rebuke Unrepentant Elders  (5:20) 
 
1 Timothy 5:20- “As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so that the rest may 
stand in fear.” 
 

A. There is just so much practical wisdom in this passage!  The sad reality is that elders 
are sinful men who can fall into sin if they are not on guard against temptation (see 
1 Peter 5:8).  At the same time, the Bible clearly warns about false teachers who will 
come into the church exert authority and try to lead people away from the truth of 
the Gospel (cf. Matthew 7:15-20; Acts 20:29-30).  This was what was happening at 
Ephesus.  Certain men, such as Hymenaeus and Alexander, were teaching false 
doctrine and leading people astray.  Paul disciplined Hymenaeus and Alexander 
for their error and cast them out of the church in the hopes that they would 
repent (1:20).  Now Paul calls on Timothy to do the same things to other elders who 
“persist in sin.”  After going to the steps of church discipline (e.g. 2 to 3 witnesses), 
Timothy was to rebuke those who refused to repent of in the presence of the entire 
church.  Paul then gives the reason for this: “so that the rest may stand in fear.” 
 

B. Again, Paul follows the instructions of Deuteronomy 19 here:  
 
Deuteronomy 19:16-20- “If a malicious witness arises to accuse a person of wrongdoing, 17 then both 
parties to the dispute shall appear before the LORD, before the priests and the judges who are in office in 
those days. 18 The judges shall inquire diligently, and if the witness is a false witness and has accused his 
brother falsely, 19 then you shall do to him as he had meant to do to his brother. So you shall purge the 
evil from your midst. 20 And the rest shall hear and fear, and shall never again commit any such evil 
among you.” 
 

a. The intention of the Law was that the punishment of the one in sin would 
be heard by all Israel (“the rest”) so that they would fear, and “never again 
commit any such evil.”  So Paul desired Timothy and the church of Ephesus 
to publically rebuke those elders who “persist in sin” (i.e., don’t repent), so 

                                                           
4
 This is the general rule, though some sins, like accusations of sexual abuse, would still need to be 

investigated due to the private nature of the sin.   
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that the rest of the church would be warned and fear the consequences of 
sin.  From this we learn a few things: 
 

a. Sin is serious.  Sin will always tell you that it is no big deal and that 
everyone sins and that God will forgive you, but the severity of the 
punishment for sin in Scripture teaches us that God takes sin very 
seriously.  We see this most clearly at the cross! 

 
“Sin may appear a trifling matter to you or me.  We may be sufficiently hardened to laugh at it or to 
trifle with it, but it was not a trifling matter with the Son of God.  It broke His heart, it tortured His soul, 
and worried His mind. And with all the Majesty and Glory of His Infinite Godhead He had but just 
strength enough to bear up under the tremendous wrath that He had to endure for His people.  This was 
‘the day of vengeance’ and here the Wrath of God was poured out to the  
uttermost.”5  
 
         -William Gadsby  
 

b. Leaders are held to a higher standard.  Elders need more 
protection because they are Satan’s targets (5:19), but elders are 
also held to a higher standard.  The picture here is of Timothy 
getting up in the assembly and calling the sinning elder to stand up 
and then publically rebuking him in front of everyone.  The word for 
“rebuke” here can also mean “expose” or “convict.”  It is a strong 
term.  Honestly, as a pastor, the thought that someday someone 
would have to get up in front of the church and publically rebuke 
me and expose my sin to the whole church is terrifying.  But that is 
what Paul wants to have happen so that the rest would fear 
deadly effects of sin. 
 

Illustration:  But the sad reality is that many churches today do not follow Paul’s instruction here.  It has 
been said that the only person who receives church discipline in many churches is the pastor, and that 
only after he has sinned in a heinous way.  But instead of publically rebuking him, the church just 
quietly lets him go and he goes on to pastor another church where he commits the same sin.  How man 
marriages have been ruined because adulterous pastors were not publically rebuked for their sins and 
so repeated them in church after church?   
 
By being willing to publically rebuke those elders who persist in sin, a church cares for its elders by 
reminding them of the seriousness of sin.   
 
The commands Paul gives in vv.19-20 are crucial to keeping the leadership of a church healthy and 
accountable.  That is what prompts Paul to say what he does in verse 21. 
 
1 Timothy 5:21- “In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of the elect angels I charge you to keep 
these rules without prejudging, doing nothing from partiality.” 
 

                                                           
5
 Cited “For HIS Glory,” vol. 16, issue 11, p. 8, accessed online at http://www.spurgeongems.org/fhg11-

13.pdf on 11/10/2013. 

http://www.spurgeongems.org/fhg11-13.pdf
http://www.spurgeongems.org/fhg11-13.pdf
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 Paul uses strong words to call Timothy to obedience here.  He invokes God the Father, Jesus 
Christ, and the elect angels to witness this command.  Timothy was to keep the rules that Paul has given 
him in verses 19-20 without “prejudging”.   It is only natural that a pastor would grow closer to some 
elders as opposed to others.  But if two or three witnesses brought an accusation against an elder whom 
Timothy loved, Timothy was to hear them and investigate and take proper action.  Even if it was a close 
friend who persisted in sin, Timothy was to rebuke him in the presence of all.  And the same holds true 
for others.  Timothy was not to judge that an elder he wasn’t close to was guilty of sin because someone 
came with an accusation.  He needed wait for witnesses.  God is a just Judge and Timothy is to be like 
Him. 
 
Application: Have you ever considered that just as Timothy fulfilled his ministry under the watchful eye 
of God the Father, Jesus Christ, and the elect angels, so you are living out your life under the gaze of the 
same witnesses?  This is a strong motivation to holiness! 
 

IV. The Church Should Carefully Appoint New Elders (vv.22-25) 
 
1 Timothy 5:22- “Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of others; keep 
yourself pure.” 
 

A. Finally, the church cares for elders by carefully appointing new elders.  Paul says, “Do not be 
hasty in the laying on of hands” (5:22).  The “laying on of hands” was a ritual performed in 
the early Church to set men apart for the task of ministry.  Paul and Barnabas were set apart 
by the “laying on of hands” in Acts 13.  In 1 Timothy 4:18, Paul refers to the moment when 
the elders laid hands on Timothy setting him apart for Gospel ministry.   
 

B. So Paul is encouraging Timothy and the Ephesian church to be slow to appoint new elders to 
serve the church.  But the issue isn’t to be slow for slowness sake.  The point is that Paul 
wants the Ephesian church to take the necessary time to carefully evaluate each potential 
elder.  But then he says, “Nor take part in the sins of others; keep yourself pure.”  What is 
the link between laying hands on someone too quickly and participating in the sins of 
others? 

   
Analogy:  A hospital that did not properly vet a new surgeon would be sued if that surgeon committed 
medical malpractice because he had not received the training he claimed to have had.  An airline 
company would be held liable if they did not properly vet a new pilot and he went on to crash the plane 
and kill the passengers aboard.  In the same way, to fail to take the time needed to evaluate and 
investigate the character of men who would serve as elders in the church, makes the church leadership 
responsible for the sins and failures of those new elders if they were not actually qualified to be elders 
in the first place.  The ramifications of appointing the wrong man to be an elder can be deadly serious.  
Paul wanted Timothy to keep himself pure from the sins of others by carefully evaluating each 
candidate for the eldership.     
 
A Clarification and a Warning (vv.23-25) 
 
1 Timothy 5:23-25- “23 (No longer drink only water, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach 
and your frequent ailments.) 24 The sins of some people are conspicuous, going before them to 
judgment, but the sins of others appear later. 25 So also good works are conspicuous, and even those 
that are not cannot remain hidden.” 
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 In vv.23-25, Paul concludes these instructions to Timothy and the Ephesian church by giving a 
word of clarification and a word of warning.  First, as a word of clarification, Paul wants Timothy to 
know that when he said “keep yourself pure” in 5:22, he was not referring to Timothy’s own moral 
purity.  In fact, Timothy was probably being overly strict in terms of personal holiness in a least one area.  
Paul had mentioned that an elder must not be a drunkard (3:3), and Timothy wanting to be above 
reproach apparently had set a standard were he wouldn’t drink any wine at all. But wine also has 
medicinal value and it was used to purify water in those days and so Paul says that he should “use a little 
wine for the sake of your stomach and frequent ailments” (5:23).   
 In 5:24-25, Paul provides Timothy with a word of warning.  As Timothy and the Ephesian 
church evaluate men for the work of ministry, they need to realize a spiritual reality:  Some men are 
better at hiding their sin than others.  This is why Paul says, “The sins of some people are conspicuous, 
going before them to judgment, but the sins of others appear later” (5:24).  Some sins are more 
obvious: anger issues, interpersonal conflict, drunkenness, etc.  But some are harder to see: issues of 
lust, contentment, and pride.  It will be obvious that some men are not qualified to be elders.  But other 
men seem qualified when they actually are not.  Careful investigation will help Timothy discern this. 

In 5:25, Paul gives the flip-side. “So also good works are conspicuous, and even those that are 
not cannot remain hidden.”  As Timothy and the Ephesian church evaluate men, some men will clearly 
be qualified to serve as elders.  Others might not seem qualified initially, but after investigation they will 
be found worthy of the office.  This is why is it so important that the church carefully and patiently 
appoint elders, doing the hard work of investigating character.   
 
Application: CFCW, it is clear from this passage that we need to carefully evaluate the men who will 
serve our church as elders in the future.  This morning during our application time we will have a chance 
to discuss this issue.   
 
The Gospel 
 
 Friends, did you notice that Timothy said, “The sins of some people are conspicuous, going 
before them to judgment” (5:24)?  This is the Final Judgment before God.  John saw a vision of this 
judgment in Revelation 20:12: 
 
Revelation 20:12- “And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were 
opened. Then another book was opened, which is the book of life. And the dead were judged by what 
was written in the books, according to what they had done.” 
 
Do you realize that one day you will stand before God as your Judge?  It will do you no good to say that 
you did your best or that you were better than this person or that person.  God is going to judge you 
based on what you have done, not based on what others have done.  That is bad news because we 
have all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.  All of us have failed to live the kind of life that 
would recommend us to God.  If God doesn’t rescue us, we will all be damned forever in hell.  Imagine 
what it would feel like to stand before the Eternal God and hear, “Depart into eternal punishment.”  But 
praise God that he sent Jesus to rescue us from our sin!  He sent Jesus to live a perfect life in behalf of 
all who would ever trust in God for salvation.  Jesus then died on the cross paying the full penalty for the 
sins of His people.  Then He rose from the dead showing that God had accepted that sacrifice.  Do you 
notice that God open “another book” in Revelation 20:12?  This is the book of life.  This book contains 
the names of every man, woman, and child who has ever and will ever repent of theirs sins and trust in 
Christ.  Is your name in the book of life this morning?  Flee the wrath to come! 
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Revelation 20:15- “And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into 
the lake of fire.” 
 
But if you will trust in Christ today, then you will be saved!  Trust in Christ and be saved from your sins.   
 
Conclusion 
 
 This morning we have seen that the church cares for elders by providing well for elders, 
protecting elders, rebuking sinning elders, and carefully appointing new elders.  Godly elders are used by 
God to bring a church into blessing.  But elders are part of the body of Christ.  The elders God will give 
our church will need your ministry to help them minister effectively in Christ Fellowship.   
 
In 1809, retiring Congregationalist minister Edward Griffin gave the following advice to his congregation 
about how they should care for the man who would replace him: 
 
“For your own sake, and for your children’s sake, cherish and revere him whom you have chosen to be 
your pastor. Already he loves you; and he will soon love you as ‘bone of his bone, and flesh of his flesh.’  
It will be equally your duty and your interest to make his labors as pleasant to him as possible.  Do not 
demand too much. Do not require visits too frequent.  Should he spend, in his way, half of the time 
which some demand, he must wholly neglect his studies, if not sink early under the burden. Do not 
report to him all the unkind things which may be said against him; nor frequently, in his presence, allude 
to opposition, if opposition should arise.  Though he is a minister of Christ, consider that he has the 
feelings of a man.”6 
 

I think this is advice that the Apostle Paul would have agreed with.  May God help us care well 
for those whom He gives to us as elders, so that the church will be healthy and honoring to God!  Let’s 
pray… 

                                                           
6
 Edward Griffin, “A Tearful Farewell from a Faithful Pastor” (1809), cited in Mark Dever, A Display of 

God’s Glory (Washington, DC: 9marks, 2001) ,29. [bold mine] 


