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How the Church Relates to Elders 
1 Timothy 5:17-25 

In God’s Household elders are honored, protected, and held to the same standard of 
accountability as those who follow their leadership. 

LTS: Psa. 121 

    This is a special day in the life of Calvary Bible Church. It is not every day (or every year, for 
that matter) that we have the opportunity to ordain a young man for gospel ministry. But today, 
by God’s grace, we will ordain Keith Christensen, not to eldership (at least not yet) but to gospel 
ministry.  

     This is especially gratifying to me as it has been the elder’s ambition for a number of years to 
train young men for ministry in the local church. We have an established history of identifying 
young men in the church body who believe God is calling them into such a life, send them off to 
school for training, put them to work here every time they have a break, and then ultimately to 
become a staff pastor in one of the churches we plant.  

    Keith came to us by a different way. He didn’t start out here at Calvary, but He is from Texas – 
and get here as fast as he could! Of course you know that Brent Osterberg was the first of these 
young men to be sent out to plant a church (next week will be the 2nd anniversary of Living Hope 
Bible Church), and when he left it was difficult to imagine finding someone who could replace 
him. But the Lord was extremely gracious to us when he gave us Keith and Katie.   

     Two years ago Keith joined the church staff and it didn’t take long to for us to see that he is a 
young man of extraordinary wisdom, character and gifting. For the past two years we have been 
giving him opportunity to serve and teach and lead to see if he is the kind of man that God calls 
to be one of his official servants, a man who is an example, as Paul says, “In speech, conduct, 
love, faith, and purity.” And I can tell you today, after two years of serving with Keith up close 
and watching his life, seeing him interact with people, and listening to him preach that he is all of 
that and more. So it will be the privilege of the elders and this church body to ordain him to 
gospel ministry today. 

      Our text for this morning seems providentially appropriate once again, because in 1 Tim. 
5:17-25 Paul teaches how the household of God should relate to its elders who have been 
established to lead it. Back in chapter three he offered us the qualifications for elders, but in this 
passage he has something else in mind.  

     As we learned earlier in our study of this letter, it seems there were at least a couple of elders 
in the church of Ephesus who had become false teachers and had led the church astray. Timothy 
had been sent there to begin straightening things out so it should be no surprise to us that Paul 
spends so much time instructing us about God’s plan for elders. In this passage Paul teaches us 
how the church body is called to relate to elders; namely, they are to  



• Esteem them (17-18) 
• Shield them (19) 
• Censure them (20) 
• Assess them (22-25) 

Lets consider these one at a time. First, the first duty to the church with respect to their 
relationship with the elders is that they are to 

I.  Esteem them:  
1. In the previous passage Paul was concerned about the church honoring widows. Now he is 
concerned that the elders of the church are also honored. And you will remember that when we 
talked about the widows being honored we learned that what Paul meant is that they should be 
paid. The church would financially support those who qualified for the list of ministering 
widows. The same is true here for certain elders. 

2. Notice Paul says “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor.” In the 
churches Paul planted there would be men with various gifts who would be called to serve in the 
role of elder. All of them had to be “apt to teach.” All of them had to be shepherds of the people, 
but some of them would be especially gifted to teach and preach and would therefore do most of 
the preaching & teaching. These are the specific elders Paul is speaking of. 

3. Now some have used this verse to support the idea that there are two kinds of elders – those 
who rule (or lead) and those who preach (or teach). But I think that may be a false dichotomy. 
And the reason I think that is because of the word “especially.” We learned back in chapter 4 
verse 10 where Paul declared that “God is the Savior of all people especially those who believe.” 
We learned in that passage that in ancient Greek the word for “especially” is sometimes used to 
specify more directly the people being referenced. So that verse may be rendered “God who is 
the savior of all people, that is, those who believe.” Likewise in this case we might translate the 
verse, (5:17) “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor; that is those 
who labor in preaching and teaching.” 

4. All the elders are worthy of honor. But those who labor at teaching and preaching should be 
given “double honor.” That is, they should not only be looked upon with respect and esteem, but 
they should be paid as well. The word for “labor” here is kopiaw, which means “to exert one’s 
self until he is worn out, weary, or faint.”  1

5. This is the word the disciples used in Luke 5:5 when from their empty fishing boat they told 
the Lord, “We labored all night and caught nothing.” The only way to understand the sense of a 
text of Scripture so that you can present the meaning the original author intended is to labor at 
teaching and preaching. To become a pastor is to enter the life of a student who labors over the 
words of God’s book. It requires one to be immersed in the text all the time. This is not a 
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Saturday evening activity. It is the kind of labor that begins on Monday morning and doesn’t end 
until the message is preached the following Sunday.  

6. The call pastoral ministry is a call to lead the flock, oversee the flock, be an example for the 
flock, shephered the flock, and in the midst of all of that, make sufficient time to wrestle with the 
Scriputres until you understand a text well enough to stand before God’s people and declare, 
“Thus says the Lord.”  

7. Paul understood the kind of labor that requires. Not all the elders are required to do that, but 
for those who do, Paul’s message is clear: Those who minister the gospel should earn their living 
by the Gospel. That’s what he means when he says (5:18), “You shall not muzzle the ox when it 
tread out the grain,” and “the laborer is deserves his wages.” 

8. The first quotation comes from the O.T law (Deut. 25:4) “Do not muzzle the ox as he treads 
the grain. The second quotation was from Jesus (Matt. 10:10; Luke 10:7) “The laborer deserves 
his wages.” In other words, those who minister the gospel should make their living by the gospel. 
And this is not the only time Paul speaks to this issue. Turn with me to 1 Cor. 9:7-12. Notice with 
me what Paul says to the church of Corinth: 

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? For it is written in the Law of Moses, 
“You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain.” Is it for oxen that God is 
concerned? 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. 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? 

9. What is Paul saying? He’s saying, those who minister the gospel should make their living by 
the gospel. And when Jesus says, “The laborer is worthy of his wages” he regards the worker in 
the kingdom as a true laborer who is worthy of his wages.  

10. Now I belabor this point this morning for two reasons. First, because my role in this church is 
to help all of us understand the meaning of Paul’s words. We need to understand this text as 
much as any other. And perhaps by understanding these things you may be able to help another 
church repent of not caring for and honoring their pastor(s) as they should. So many churches act 
as if they were doing the pastor and his family a favor by keeping them poor. And that’s not 
right. He should be cared for financially in such a way that he is freed up to study the word and 
minister the word as he should without living in constant fear that he won’t be able to pay his 
bills.  

11. Second, I belabor this point so that I can boast in this church regarding how you all have 
cared for me and the other pastors in this church over the years. We have never had just cause to 
worry about our needs being met, and if at any time we have been anxious over such things it 
was only because of sinful unbelief. The Lord has been so kind to us in this regard, and I know I 
am speaking for my wife and the other families who are supported by this church (both pastors 
and missionaries) when I say, “Thank you.” We are unspeakably blessed to be a part of and 
related to this church body.  



12. So all of that to say that the elders who teach and preach should be honored in the local 
church. So Esteem Them.  

II. Shield Them: (19) 
Read v.19 

1. Every pastor/elder knows that to lead is to have a target on your back. Sooner or later an 
accusation will be made against his character, his lack of qualifications, his teaching, or his 
inability to lead wisely and biblically. And certainly in the church of Ephesus where there was so 
much bad stuff going on you have to know accusations were flying! But Paul understands that 
many (if not most) of the accusations levied against an elder/pastor is either false or overblown. 
To combat this, Paul simply reminds Timothy of Jesus’ teaching on the subject. It was a teaching 
that was rooted in the very law of God; namely, that a charge against an elder (or any Christian) 
should not be admitted (taken seriously) except by the evidence of two or three witnesses.  

2. As George Knight explains, Paul’s concern is about the fair handling of an accusation against 
an elder. Because those in leadership are subject to scrutiny, criticism, and rumors, Paul cautions 
Timothy not to “accept” or “acknowledge” as correct an accusation/charge against them unless 
there are the requisite witnesses.  2

 (Knight p. 235) 

3. And this, as I have said recently, is something that everyone who becomes a member of 
Calvary Bible Church has emphasized to them. Namely, that if ever an elder, pastor, or staff 
member says, does, or teaches something that causes and offense, those who are offended (or 
concerned) should NOT grab their phone and call a friend, or share the offense on social media, 
or gather a team around them to commiserate with their concern. Rather, they are to follow the 
instructions of our Lord who commands us rather to go to that person individually and talk about 
what you saw or heard. If there is biblically defined sin, call him to repentance. If he doesn’t 
work, then Jesus prescribes three more steps.  

4. You see, unity in the church is precious thing to the Lord who purchased her with His own life. 
And I can tell you that there is nothing that provokes me more in ministry than to discover that 
someone is mishandling their concern about someone in leadership and causes a division in the 
church. Paul has a name for such a person, they are “factuous.” And his prescription for dealing 
with a factious person is very direct. Writing to Titus he bluntly says (under the inspiration of the 
H.S.) “Reject the factious man after the first or second warning.” In other words, if there is 
someone in the body causing disunity, warn him once; warn him twice, then invite him to leave 
immediately.  

5. Now you might be wondering, does this mean that should be no personal accountability for the 
elders? Is the sole duty of the church to the elders to Esteem Them and  Shield Them?  Well. 
Let’s read the next verse.  

 George W. Knight The Pastoral Epistles. Reprint edition. (Eerdmans, 2013), 235 2



Read 5:20 

Not only is the church called to esteem the elders and shield them, when there is unrepentant sin, 
we must also  

III. Censure Him (20) 

1. If the prescribed biblical process has been followed appropriately and the accusation against 
an elder/pastor is found to be true – that he has genuinely sinned, then he is to be held 
accountable for that sin.  

2. We must remember, however, that the first listed by Jesus in Matt 18 is that he must be 
confronted personally, and if he repents it’s over.  

A. Now we all understand, do we not, that there are certain sins that are so 
egregious that if substantiated would render that elder/pastor disqualified 
from his office in the church. 

B. Unfortunately, many churches have failed at just this point. Rather than 
dealing with their pastor’s moral failing, they have swept it under the carpet 
and reinstate to the ministry so that he can do further harm to the church and 
the community.  

C. Beloved, when there is an egregious moral failing on the part of a pastor/elder, 
he should it is not ungracious or unbiblical to require his permanent 
resignation. Indeed, it is necessary since he is no longer above reproach.  

3. Paul is teaching us that in cases where a serious charge against a pastor/elder is verified 
(notice v. 20) the other elders must “rebuke in the presence of all so that the others will fear.” I 
take that to mean that they should be rebuked publically so that the other elders will be duly 
warned of the dangers and consequences of sin.  

4. Then notice Paul’s words in v. 22 

Read 5:21 

5. Now this is a serious charge. Paul charges Timothy 

A. Before God:  
This is a reminder that one is living and acting in the very presence of God who 
gives life to all and that it is God who will judge one’s actions. Not only will all 
the people in the congregation see, but God will see and before him you will 
have to give an account. 

B. Before Christ:   
We are reminded that Jesus is to judge the living and the dead by his appearing and 
kingdom (1 Tim. 6:13) 



C. Elect Angels:  
 “Elect” is not used elsewhere in the Bible of angels, but here Paul contrasts them with 
the condemned angles (Jude 6; 2 Pet. 2:4).  

6. Paul wants timothy (and us) to know how seriously God takes sin among the leaders of His 
church. We are not to make excuses for a leader’s sin. We are NOT to show favoritism or 
partiality on this issue. This is the word of God regarding how the members of His house must 
live with one another, and He expects us to obey. 

7. And notice that Paul is not only concered with the elders Timothy is serving, but Timothy 
himself. He concludes v. 22 with the words “Keep yourself pure.” Paul wanted Timothy to be 
more concerned for the quality of his own character than that of others. And I think Timothy too 
that seriously! Perhaps that is why Paul felt compelled to write v. 23 

Read v. 23 

8. This is a personal word to Timothy about his stomach and frequent ailments. It may be that 
Timothy was very serious about keeping himself pure and above reproach and so was drinking 
“water only.” Perhaps he was concerned about inadvertently getting drunk or becoming addicted 
to wine, or offending a brother in Christ through the exercise of such liberty. But Paul was 
concerned for his health and so encouraged him to “drink some wine for medicinal purposes.” 

9. The word “little” is perhaps here to make sure Paul’s readers would understand that he was 
speaking of wine as medicine, not as a beverage. Three other occurrences of “wine” in Paul’s 
writings offer the same spirit of caution. Drinking wine is not forbidden by Scripture, but we are 
frequently cautioned about the possibility of being enslaved by it. In any case, Paul was 
concerned about Timothy’s health in the midst of his difficult ministry, so he encourages him to 
cut back on the water which was evidently contributing to his frequent ailments. 

7. After reading Paul’s concern about the necessity of dealing with elders/pastors who sin, we 
might ask, How can we prevent such a gut-wrenching, church splitting calamity from happening 
in the church?  

Read 5:22 

8. Regarding elders in the church Paul would have us Esteem Them, Shield Them, when 
necessary Censure Them, and finally we should… 

IV. Assess Them: 
1. It is a dangerous thing to put a man in leadership in the local church before he is really known. 
Those who make this mistake will “take part in his sins.” I take that to mean those elders will be 
held accountable at some level for the sins of that brother who should never have been made an 
elder to begin with.  

2. Men who aspire to the office of elder/pastor must be examined. There must be sufficient time 
to assess their true character, and godliness. It takes time to see a man’s true relationship with his 
wife and kids and community. To rush that process is to invite disaster.  



3. There is a principle that helps me remember this. It is “Time and truth go hand in hand. Give it 
enough time the truth will come out.” I believe this is what Paul is telling us in the last two 
verses.  

Read 24-25 

In God’s Household elders are honored, protected, and held to the same standard of 
accountability as those who follow their leadership. 


