Letters to the Front Lines #15

“All in the Family (of God)”

1 Timothy 5:1-2

On January 12, 1971, CBS aired the first episode of the sitcom, All in the Family.  The first of many such shows produced by Norman Lear, it almost never got to the small screen. Lear tried to sell a concept for a sitcom about a blue-collar American family to ABC. They rejected the show after two pilots were taped. After a third pilot was taped, CBS picked up the show. It premiered to disappointing ratings, but it took home several Emmy Awards that year, including Outstanding Comedy Series.

All in the Family is about a working-class white family living in Queens, New York. Its patriarch, Archie Bunker (Carroll O’Connor), is an outspoken, narrow-minded man, prejudiced against everyone who is not like him or his idea of how people should be. Archie’s wife Edith (Jean Stapleton) is sweet and understanding, though somewhat naïve and uneducated. Their one child, Gloria (Sally Struthers), is generally kind and good-natured like her mother, but displays traces of her father’s stubbornness and temper; unlike them, she is a feminist. Gloria is married to college student, later college instructor Michael Stivic (Reiner) whose values are influenced and shaped by the counterculture of the 1960s. For much of the series, the Stivics live in the Bunkers’ home to save money, providing abundant opportunity for them to irritate each other.

Despite its comedic nature, the show broke ground in its depiction of issues previously considered unsuitable for a network television comedy, such as racism, anti-Semitism, infidelity, homosexuality, women’s liberation, religion, abortion, cancer, and the Vietnam War, among others. Through depicting these controversial issues, the series became arguably one of television’s most influential comedic programs, as it injected the sitcom format with more dramatic moments and realistic, topical conflicts.

All in the Family is often regarded in the United States as one of the greatest television series in history. The show soon became the most watched show in the United States during the summer reruns of the first season, and afterwards ranked number one in the yearly Nielsen ratings from 1971 to 1976. It became the first television series to reach the milestone of having topped the Nielsen ratings for five consecutive years.

I believe the show’s popularity can be contributed, in part, to the connection it made with average Americans of the time. These were realistic characters dealing with real subjects—and not without conflict. It made viewers laugh but also made them think. 

As we move into 1 Timothy 5 this evening, our text is just the first two verses: “Do not rebuke an older man harshly, but exhort him as if he were your father. Treat younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, with absolute purity.” The church is not a business or corporation, not a social club restricting membership to people of a certain age, ethnicity, gender, or economic status. The church is a family, with varying ages and viewpoints. This can be a valuable source of wisdom and perspective, but it can also be a source of conflict. So tonight’s message is entitled, “All in the Family (of God).”

Down through the years it was the prophet’s job to “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.” I think that is the pastor’s job as well. To fulfill both of those, a pastor must learn how to handle people as well as he does Scripture. Most of the people I know who have struggled in ministry didn’t misdirect building programs, or misuse church funds, or even mishandle Scripture or theology. Ministers fail most often because they don’t know how to relate to or interact with people. For all their intellect and giftedness, they lack social skills and emotional savvy.

A shepherd must enjoy interacting with people as much as he loves studying and expositing God’s Word. And he must do both of these well. In my experience, those two qualities are rare among people in general, and tragically rare in pulpit ministry. Some take on the role of shepherd because they love people and derive great satisfaction from serving them. They possess wonderful skills for interacting with the public—often, though, at the expense of teaching and preaching the truth. More often (at least in conservative circles), men become shepherds because they love the Scriptures and have a gift for public speaking. Unfortunately, as they deepen their understanding of God’s Word (usually in seminary), they become more reclusive, even cynical. They continue to remain aloof and isolated, glued to their books and growing deeper in knowledge. Soon all that Bible knowledge goes to waste because they’ve alienated everyone but the most thick-skinned. Their lack of self-awareness becomes palpable.

Paul, of course, recognized this danger. After his discourse on doctrinal purity and his command to “give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching” (1 Timothy 4:13), the apostle turns to the pastor’s responsibility to maintain good relationships among the members of the congregation.

Treat With Deference

The first principle in dealing with church family members is to treat with deference. Verse one begins, “Do not rebuke an older man harshly, but exhort him as if he were your father.” Just as Paul describes the actions of Scripture in 2 Timothy 3:16 as “teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,” so the minister of God’s Word must engage in these actions as well. Of all of these, rebuking can be the hardest.
Just when and how to rebuke another person has always been a problem. Often we shy away from it. And many a person has ended up in sorrow or disgrace because no one was willing to say a word of caution. Yet Christian love requires the willingness to correct. It is a special concern of leadership that calls for both wisdom and tact.

Paul later charged Timothy with the responsibility to, “preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction” in 2 Timothy 4:2. Therefore, the act of rebuking is not inappropriate on its own.
 It’s all in how the rebuking is done.
Verse one begins with “older men.” The correlative terms employed make it clear that by “elder” Paul here means not an official of the church but an older man.

Since Timothy was a younger man, he might be tempted to ignore the older members; so Paul urged him to love and serve all of the people, regardless of their ages.
 We must resist this natural urge to only deal with people like us, similar in age, gender, ethnicity, and even educational or economical backgrounds. During the “church growth” movement in the 1980s a concept of building a church as a “homogeneous group” was popular. This intentional targeting of people with similar characteristics may be good marketing for a business, but that’s not how a church is comprised. The church is a family—differing in ages, perspectives, roles and goals. I agree with Chuck Swindoll,
Paul didn’t choose his analogies haphazardly. His references to family do more than illustrate how a pastor should interact with various members of his congregation. He purposely avoided using terms from business or government, because the church is neither. Many business practices can be useful in church operations, but the people in congregations are not personnel. A corporate mentality is lethal in the church. Similarly, all churches need orderly government, but the members of God’s family are not subjects. Church members share a common Father, look to Christ as the eldest brother, and live in a household with extended family, as it were. Therefore, we should regard one another as brothers and sisters, some older and some younger, but family nonetheless.

As the pastor of a local church family it may be Timothy’s duty to rebuke one considerably older than himself. Paul seems to assume that it will be. In this case, he must perform his duty carefully, not as a harsh rebuke. These last two words translate the Greek verb epiplēssō, which seems to imply “sharpness and severity.” In other words, Timothy is to give to senior members of the church the respect due to age and affection due to parents.

The Greek rendered “rebuke…harshly” is verb is a compound made up of “upon” and “strike.” Most literally, it means, “to inflict with blows,” “to strike,” or “beat upon.”
 We would say, “Don’t beat someone up verbally or give them a depersonalizing tongue-lashing.” This method of correction relies on fear and authority and is often applied when feelings of anger and insecurity are running high.
 Kent Hughes writes,

Given Timothy’s timidness and his natural distaste for confrontation, it was very possible that he might first rehearse his rebuke so that he could articulate it, then, with his adrenaline pumping, screw up his courage, approach the erring elder, and spit it out like an Old Testament prophet, leaving the impression that he neither respected the man’s age nor cared for him personally.
 

In stark contrast to such an approach, Timothy is to “appeal to him as a father”. While Timothy is not to beat an older man verbally, it does not mean that the conduct of older men is beyond censure. The verb is a compound word comprised of “beside” and “to call.” Literally, it means “to call alongside.” That is to say we should do so with respect and deference because of their age and standing in the Christian community.
 Timothy must not rebuke the elder from a posture of superiority or even of equality but of loving respect—“as if he were your father.”
 And the present tense of the verb indicates that this is to be his habitual attitude in dealing with all cases that may occur.
 

Bottom line: firm is acceptable; abrasive is forbidden.
 Harshness is out of place. Paul would agree that “kindness toward others is the rent we pay for our room here on earth.” Correction requires both insight and tact. One indication of Christian maturity is a sensitive regard for the feelings and welfare of others in the church.
 

Treat With Dignity

The second principle is to treat with dignity. Verse two states, “Treat…older women as mothers…” Older women are to be treated with the respect due a mother.
 Timothy had a rich heritage from his mother and grandmother. Paul knew this and appealed to him on this basis in his second letter (2 Tim. 1:5). Indeed he reminded Timothy “that from childhood you have known the sacred writings which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15). A wealth of vivid memories would have informed Timothy’s mind as to the Apostle’s intent when he read these words. We see something of Paul’s attitude in this regard when, in writing to the Christians of Rome, he said in Romans 16:13, “Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother, who has been a mother to me, too.” 

Ancient Mediterranean cultures respected elders; some others also advised treating elders like parents and peers like siblings.
 It is a shame that we have lost this attitude in America. John Stott observes, 
I find here good biblical warrant for a recognition in the congregation of the generation gap. True, we are all brothers and sisters in Christ. Yet it seems to me artificial in the West when students breeze up to me and hail me by my Christian name, even though I am old enough to be their great-grandfather! The Asian and African cultures are wiser, since they encourage young people to address the older generation as ‘uncle’ and ‘auntie’.

Whereas the key word for confronting a father is “respect,” for a mother, it is “tenderness.” The pastoral action here is still “rebuking,” since the same verb from verse one controls this verse as well.
 A pastor must treat all older women with gentle kindness, especially in a difficult conversation.
 If a rebuke was ever in order, he did it as a loving son to his mother, without robbing her of her dignity.

Treat With Decency

The third principle is also seen in verse two: “Treat younger men as brothers… and younger women as sisters, with absolute purity.” The term “younger” here does not necessarily mean younger than Timothy; rather it implies younger than the older men and women already mentioned. It should be interpreted those of his own generation.
 Though different from a relationship with “an older man,” respect should still govern such a relationship.

“Treat younger men as brothers” reminds him that he is to avoid all show of self-exaltation over them because of his position.
 Ministry to one’s own generation must not lean on authority, but stress the common bond in Christ.
 His God-given pastoral leadership role is not to lead him to imagine that his flock are somehow “his people.” Rather, they are his brothers and sisters.
 I like the British concept of the Prime Minister of Parliament as “first among equals,” since the Prime Minister is nothing more than a member of Parliament chosen by his or her peers to lead them. 
Paul advises Timothy to treat younger men like brothers, loving them, and not condescending to them, and younger women like sisters, loving them too, although with sensible restraint and absolute purity.
 The Apostle is not calling for the use of the word as a title (as in, “Sister Phoebe” or “Brother Paul”), but is calling upon Timothy to shape his relationships toward individuals after the pattern of healthy family relations.

In ministering to younger women, the male leader has added need to make every effort to avoid giving the impression of unseemly behavior: “exhort younger women as sisters, with absolute purity.” Incidents of actual moral lapse under such circumstances warn that the utmost care must be exercised here.
 Pastoral warmth can easily be misinterpreted and also exploited, and there is reason to think this was happening in Ephesus. Timothy was to treat women with the same chaste manner and protectiveness that he would afford his own flesh-and-blood sister.
 As John Kitchen notes, “The impulse to be the ‘savior’ of the wounded woman is likely not from God.”
 We are called to be a shepherd, not a super hero.
Given that Paul next addresses Timothy’s ministry to widows, he may have in mind here the vulnerability to sensual temptations for some of the younger widows, heightened because of the loss of their spouses. As mentioned, the false teachers there in Ephesus were of the sort to exploit this vulnerability. For these reasons Paul will soon give special instructions to these younger widows in order to “give the enemy no occasion for reproach” in verse 14. Probably motivated by this, Paul adds the tag “in all purity.”

Wrapping up, Paul’s mention of father, brothers, mothers, sisters, shows that he is thinking of the church as a family and each member must be treated with such affection.

The local church is rightly called “the church family,” in which there are fathers and mothers, and brothers and sisters, not to mention aunts and uncles, grandparents and children. Leaders should not be insensitive and treat everybody exactly alike. No, they must behave towards their elders with respect, affection and gentleness, their own generation with equality, the opposite sex with self-control and purity, and all ages of both sexes with that love which binds together members of the same family.

This approach to ministry that values relationships and personal involvement applies to all cultures. Yet the rules of respect in social relationships may vary somewhat from culture to culture, and the church and its leaders must be sensitive to obey them. Sensitive ministry will promote the church’s unity and guard its witness to those outside.

When it comes to the local church, it’s all in the family…of God.
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