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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
CARING FOR THE WEAK
1 Timothy 5:1-16
INTRODUCTION
We’re continuing our series in 1 Timothy called “Gospel Culture in God’s Household”. Today we’ll be addressing the specific topic of caring for widows.  
Throughout the Old Testament, God reveals himself as having special concern for orphans and widows. Deuteronomy 10:18:
“He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the sojourner, giving him food and clothing.” 
Psalm 68:5-6 says,
“Father of the fatherless and protector of widows
    is God in his holy habitation.
God settles the solitary in a home”
God is the protector of widows. He places his mighty hand of protection, not on the influencers of the world, or the powerful, or the wealthy, but on the weak. He’s watching out for orphans and widows because they need help, and God stands ready to provide it to them. 
He does this in many ways, but especially so through his people, because his people are his hands and feet in this world. If God cares for the weak, then God’s people are to care for the weak as well. 
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.” 
In our text today, the Apostle Paul is going to get practical and give young Timothy specific instructions about what a ministry to widows is meant to look like. We are called to apply this teaching to how we care for others, not just for widows, but for anyone in the church who is weak and unable to provide for themselves. 
The title of this sermon is Caring for the Weak. We will have three points today:
(1) Why We Should Care for the Weak
(2) Who Should Care for the Weak
(3) How We Should Care for the Weak


(1) WHY WE SHOULD CARE FOR THE WEAK
You’ll recall that Paul called the church “God’s household” in 3:15, because the church is meant to be God’s family. God has called us to himself not only as his welcomed guests, but as his beloved children. 
This changes how we are meant to relate to one another. Paul captures this in verses 1-2:
1 Do not rebuke an older man but encourage him as you would a father, younger men as brothers, 2 older women as mothers, younger women as sisters, in all purity.
Timothy is to relate to older men as he would a father, meaning that he is to do so respectfully. It doesn’t matter that he’s the pastor of the church. His spiritual authority doesn’t give him licence to treat people like they’re beneath him. Yes, he is to command and teach within the church. He’s even called to rebuke and silence false teachers no matter how old they are. But he must never forget that he must honour those who are older than him. 
When I had been pastoring for about a year, a wise old pastor asked me what I found most difficult. I said, “I don’t really know how to pastor older men, because my Chinese upbringing tells me that I need to respect my elders, not instruct them.” This wise old pastor then turned my attention to this verse and said, “It doesn’t have to be either-or. You’re meant to instruct older men respectfully.”  
Philip Ryken says it well when he writes,
“Showing respect for one’s elders is not simply a cultural convention; it is the will of God.” – Philip Ryken
Paul then tells Timothy to relate to “younger men as brothers”. Timothy is to love them, not just as people to manage, or even as sheep to feed, but as brothers to love. They’re his equals. The similarities between Timothy as the pastor of the church and the younger men as members of his church are meant to be far greater than their differences. 
The same is true of older women. He is to relate to “older women as mothers”, to cherish and honour them like he would his own mother. That would have been quite personal to Timothy, who was discipled and raised by his grandmother Lois and his mother Eunice. He was to treat older women in the church with the same affection and care that he had for his own mother. 
He is to treat “younger women as sisters, in all purity.” This is both a beautiful picture and a sobering warning. He is to love the younger women in the church like his own sisters, protecting them, counseling them, and showing them the affection of a brother. But he is to do so “in all purity”. He isn’t to let his love for them turn to lust. He is to be above reproach in how he relates to the younger women in the church so that their love for one another would be pure and unstained by sin. 
Imagine how many moral pitfalls would be avoided if Christian men just heeded this warning. Don’t just love your sisters. Do so “in all purity”, so that you don’t fall into temptation, and so that you don’t tempt your sisters. That may mean not being as personal with young Christian women as you’re used to. Or it may mean stepping away from a friendship so that you don’t develop an emotional connection that turns into something else. Whatever it may be, we are to find ways to love “younger women as sisters in all purity” as we live in our Father’s household. 
The rest of the text has to do with how we are to relate to widows. Fourteen verses for widows, and two verses for everyone else. Do you see what this reveals about God’s heart? It reveals that he sees the needs of the weakest people among us, and he wants to move his people to meet those needs. 
That’s what Paul urges us to do in verse 3 when he writes:
3 Honour widows who are truly widows. 
The word “honour” here means that we are to value them highly by providing for them financially. We know that because of how Paul uses the word “honour” in verses 17-18: 
17 Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honour… 18 For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer deserves his wages.” 
To honour widows is to provide for them financially. That makes sense, because he just spoke about loving “older women as mothers”. Who among us wouldn’t provide whatever financial support necessary to take care of our widowed mothers? The church will do the same, because as members of God’s household, we are a spiritual family.   
But there are some qualifications. Verse 3 says that the church is to “Honour widows who are truly widows”. He’s not saying that some widows are more widowed than others. All widows are equally widowed. Instead, Paul’s saying that only some widows truly qualify to be honoured as widows by the local church through financial provision. 
Paul uses this phrase “truly widows” three times in these verses:
3 Honor widows who are truly widows. 
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
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.
The church has a biblical mandate to provide financially, not for all widows, but for those who are “truly widows”. 

(2) WHO SHOULD CARE FOR THE WEAK
So who’s responsible for providing for those who are not “truly widows”?  This leads to our second point. 
Verse 4:
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. 
If you’ve been following this series on 1 Timothy, you know that godliness has been one of the central themes of this letter. We are to pray for the government that we might be “godly and dignified in every way” (2:2). Elders and deacons are to be characterized by their godliness (3:1-13). The “mystery of godliness” is revealed in the person and work of Christ (3:16). We are to “train” ourselves “for godliness” (4:7). And here, Paul says that believers are to “show godliness to their own household”. 
Godliness starts in the heart, but it shows itself in our actions. And here in verse 4, Paul says that one of the ways we show godliness is when we “make some return” to our parents. We show that all the investments that they made in our lives have come back to them with interest as we care for them in the same ways that they cared for us. 
This tells us something very important about the relationship between the church and the family. The church is a family, but it doesn’t replace the families that we grew up in. The church doesn’t eliminate our family ties. It expands them to include our spiritual fathers, mothers, brothers, and sisters. 
A few years ago, a skeptic related to someone in our church asked how she could know that we weren’t a cult. Part of my response was that cults are all about control, and that means that they force their members to sever all their ties to those who are on the outside. We don’t do that. On the contrary, we send our members back into their families and expect them to be better spouses, better parents, and better children, because Jesus doesn’t take us away from those around us. He sends us back to them filled with the Spirit and transformed by his grace. Yes, he changes our ultimate allegiance so that we follow him even if it means our families abandon us, but we will still do whatever we can to provide for our families. 
Jesus demonstrated this himself in how he provided for his own widowed mother? As he hung on the cross, he looked at the Apostle John and his mother Mary and entrusted them to one another. “Woman, behold your son. John, behold your mother.” Even as he bore the full wrath of God against our sins, he made sure that his precious mother would be cared for. 
Now Jesus expects the same of us. Paul writes in verse 4 that, if we are truly godly, we will go back to our households and care for our parents, “for this is pleasing in the sight of God”. This is what God wants us to do. This is what pleases him. It’s going back to our families and making sure that our parents are provided for. 
Paul gives us another reason to care for our parents in verses 7-8:
7 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.
Timothy is to “command these things” “so that they may be without reproach”. Paul is concerned about this because of how it may affect their witness. What will the unbelieving world think about the gospel if it creates people who abandon their elderly parents? Verse 8 says that such a person is “worse than an unbeliever”, because even unbelievers care for their elderly parents. 
How much more should we? We who have the Spirit of God dwelling within us? We who have been transformed by the power of the gospel so that we can love our enemies? We who been given the Ten Commandments, which includes the command to honour our mother and our father? 
The gospel doesn’t free us from the responsibilities to care for our families. It frees us to fulfill those responsibilities in a way that honours the Lord. Verse 8 is clear that if we don’t take this responsibility seriously, then we have “denied the faith”. If we see our entry into a new spiritual family called the church as an excuse to abandon our responsibilities in our households, then we have no biblical grounds to believe that we truly belong to Christ. 

(3) HOW WE SHOULD CARE FOR THE WEAK
Families are to care for their own members. But where there are no family members, the church steps in and functions as a safety net for those who are “truly widows” so that they would be provided for. This leads to our third point. 
In order to understand these verses properly, I need to make a few comments on the differences between the church’s sphere of responsibility and an individual Christian’s sphere of responsibility. They’re not always the same. 
For example, the church is called to administer the sacraments, to raise up pastors who preach the Word, and to exercise spiritual discipline. Individuals aren’t. 
Likewise, individuals may be called to get involved in freeing people from human trafficking, or advocating for religious freedom, or starting a pregnancy care center. Those are all wonderful things, but they fall outside of the church’s mandate. The church may equip believers to get involved in these areas, and in some cases, it may even be appropriate for the church to partner with individuals or organizations that are involved in these areas. But if a church begins to define itself by its involvement in these social issues, it’s not a church anymore.  
Both the church and the individual Christian have their own spheres of responsibility. They may overlap at certain points, but they are distinct. 
That’s important, because our text today says that the church has a responsibility towards Christian widows. Not all widows, but Christian widows. That doesn’t at all mean that individual Christians are therefore free from caring for non-Christian widows, or for other non-Christians who have needs. As individual Christians, we have a broader mandate than the church does when it comes to meeting the needs around us. That was the purpose of the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10. Jesus told that parable to teach his followers that they are to respond to whatever needs they see around them, even if they’re outside of our community. 
It’s with that in mind that we are to read this text. This is about the church providing for faithful Christian widows. If we were to look at our individual responsibilities to care for non-Christian widows or others in need, we’d have to look elsewhere.  
So who are those who qualify as “truly widows”? Verse 5:
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. 
The first qualification is that she is “left all alone”. She has no family to provide for her. The second qualification is that she “has set her hope on God and continues in supplications and prayers night and day”. She’s not a nominal Christian. Her life is characterized by personal piety. She doesn’t spend her time in self-indulgence. Such a person is dead even while she lives. Instead, she spends her time praying for others, interceding for the church, caring for others through her personal communion with God. 
The third and fourth qualifications are found in verse 9:
9 Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, having been the wife of one husband, 
She has to be a senior, of an age where she can’t reasonably be expected to remarry or to work anymore to provide for herself. She must have been “the wife of one husband”, faithful to her wedding vows and therefore faithful with the church funds that will be entrusted to her. 
The fifth qualification is in verse 10:
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. 
She must have a “reputation for good works”. This isn’t an exhaustive list of good works. Paul makes that clear when he adds at the end of the verse that she “has devoted herself to every good work”, but this is a pretty good list. She has “brought up children”. Once again, she’s not the kind of person who spent her life in self-indulgence. She poured out her life for the good of her children, raising them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. 
She “has shown hospitality”. She welcomed people into her home just as Christ has welcomed her. She has “washed the feet of the saints”. She’s known as a servant, one who was willing to bend to perform the most menial of tasks just like her Saviour. She “has cared for the afflicted”. She doesn’t run from people who are in pain. She moves towards them. Her arms are wide open to embrace the broken, to lift up the weary, to strengthen the weak. 
This is one of the most beautiful pictures of a life well-lived. Do you know what kind of life pleases our Heavenly Father? The kind of life that you could look back at and say, “I have no regrets with how I used my time in this world”? Then bring up children. If you don’t have children, come alongside those who do. Be a faithful believer whom children look up to as an example of faith and humility. Open up your home, and let it be a place of refuge for the lonely. Have a servant heart and be willing to do things behind the scenes that no one sees except your Heavenly Father. Care for the afflicted. Come and be present with those who are in pain. Be immersed in the Word so that you’ll know how to comfort the hurting with God’s Word. 
If you live this kind of life, a life devoted to every good work, then God promises that you will never be in need. The one who cares for others will herself be cared for when she needs it the most. 
Paul then provides an explanation for why younger women shouldn’t be enrolled as widows. He provides two reasons, both of which arise from the situation where a young woman could either work or remarry within the church but doesn’t because she’s getting free cheques from the church. 
Verses 11-12:
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. 
At first, this sounds confusing, because in verse 11, it sounds like he’s saying it’s a bad thing for younger widows to want to remarry, but in verse 14, Paul says the opposite and urges them to remarry, bear children, and manage their households. I think the best explanation for this is that Paul isn’t talking about marriage per se in verse 11, but rather marriage to unbelievers. That’s why he talks about them “having abandoned their former faith” in verse 12 and “straying after Satan” in verse 15. When Christian women intentionally and self-consciously marriage non-Christian men, they’re making a statement that Christ isn’t the Lord of their lives. Christ doesn’t come first. 
That’s one of the sad consequences of putting young widows on church welfare. Instead of remarrying a good Christian man and devoting herself to the good work of raising children and managing her household, she becomes idle. And when one is young and idle, it’s only a matter of time before her eyes wander and her heart lusts after things that are spiritually destructive. 
The second reason is related: 
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. 
Young, capable women who have nothing to do will inevitably find something to do, and it won’t be pretty. They will busy themselves with the business of others and poison the community with their gossip. 
Paul ends with this summary in verse 16:
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.

CONCLUSION
How do we apply this to our church today? Let me briefly suggest three points of application.
First, the church is meant to be diverse. These verses reveal that the early church wasn’t just made up of young people. Nor was it just made up of seniors. It was multi-generational. There were widows who were over the age of sixty, and there were men and women who were still able to work and provide for them. That’s what a church is meant to look like, because that’s what the gospel produces. It brings people together who have nothing in common but Christ and creates a new spiritual family of people who are loved by God and who love one another. 
When the people in the church are all the same – they’re all the same age, they’re all in the same stage of life, or they all come from the same culture – it’s easy to provide a worldly explanation for why they’ve gathered together in a community. They have so much in common! But when young and old, rich and poor, widows and families gather together into one community, the only explanation is the gospel. And that brings God all the glory as we see Him create a new community of people from every nation, every language, every stage of life, and every age, to rejoice in Christ their Saviour.  
Second, the church is meant to prioritize the weak. These days, you hear more and more about churches that target millennials, or professionals, or influential people. These are churches that specialize in reaching a specific demographic for strategic reasons. They want to influence the influencers. I don’t doubt their motives, but the problem with this strategic approach is that vast portions of people are going to be neglected. Who’s going to target seniors? Who’s going to target widows? Who’s going to target those who add nothing to the church budget but instead take away from it? 
The answer is no one. And yet, those are precisely the kinds of people that the church is meant to prioritize. We are meant to take in the weak and the unimpressive. We are meant to care for the afflicted and the destitute. It may not make “strategic sense” from a human perspective, but it’s the biblical way of being the church. The church prioritizes the weak. 
Paul may have spent these verses addressing widows, but we could apply these verses equally to women who have been abandoned by their spouses, or to believers with disabilities. We are to care for those who cannot care for themselves, because that’s who God cares about. 
Lastly, the church is meant to be characterized by good works. We tend to have a narrow definition of good works. We see it as giving to the poor, or shoveling a neighbour’s driveway, or volunteering at a soup kitchen. Those are all excellent things, and we should be on the lookout to provide random acts of kindness. We should be putting service opportunities in our schedules. 
But here, Paul says that you’re also doing good when you raise your children, when you invite people into your home, when you serve fellow believers, and when you care for the afflicted. Good works are done when you parent your children well, when you practice hospitality, when you’re present with those who are suffering. 
That kind of life is only possible when we know God as our Father, the God who adopts and raises us as his children, the God who welcomed us into his home. It’s only possible when we know the Son of God who stooped down into the world and washed our feet by dying on the cross for our sins. It’s only possible when we know the Spirit of God who comforts and cares for us in all our affliction. Good works spring out of the good work that Christ accomplished on the cross for our redemption, so that we could be sent out into the world to do good for his sake. 
The church is meant to be diverse. The church is meant to prioritize the weak. The church is meant to be overflowing with good works. May the Lord help us to be that kind of church for his Name’s sake. 




