Letters to the Front Lines #17

“What Pastors Are Owed”

1 Timothy 5:17-24

Quality leaders are required for church ministry to flourish.

Not too many would dispute that thought. But there’s a problem. It's not that the church is lacking quality leaders…the church is lacking leaders. Period.

This leadership lack is not the concern of any one group; mainline denominations and independent groups are all facing a shortage of shepherds. Reasons for this crisis are varied—more pastors are retiring than are entering ministry; leading a church is more stressful now in a culture that is becoming more blatantly hostile to Christianity; and, frankly, many pastors feel under appreciated.

At the end of 1 Timothy 5, Paul addresses the subject of what pastors are owed. And he isn't only talking about salary.

Pastors Are Owed Healthy Recompense

That is where we begin, however. Pastors are owed healthy recompense. Paul writes in verses 17-18, 

The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, “Do not muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain,” and “The worker deserves his wages.”
Pastor salaries are always a hot topic in the church world, evoking strong feelings from pulpit and pew. Stories about megachurch pastors with their mansions, limousines, and private jets sour many inside and outside the church. In response some pastors avoid the subject of money altogether. (Well, at least one pastor does that, anyway.)

In truth, there is no single answer to the question of how much you should pay a pastor. Every church is different, and the role of a pastor and ensuing responsibilities vary from church to church. The surrounding cost of living must also be considered when making these decisions as well.

Pastors serve a very important and demanding role. They are responsible for the spiritual health and growth of their congregations. Pastors provide guidance and support during difficult times. Also, they are the face of the church to the community. And don’t forget: they often work long hours, including weekends, and are on call 24/7. 

For all of these reasons, it is important that churches take the time to thoughtfully consider what an appropriate salary would be for their pastors. Ultimately, an unhealthy pastor or high turnover among leadership will hurt the church and its members.

If pastors are faithful in feeding and leading the people, then the church ought to be faithful and pay them adequately. “Double honor” means “double their salary”—no, not really! It can be translated “generous pay,” as in “honorarium.” It is God’s plan that the needs of His servants be met by their local churches; and He will bless churches that are faithful to His servants.

We sometimes think that Christian ministers need the appreciation only of the Chief Shepherd, and not of their congregation. There is an old joke about some churches that pray about their pastor, “Lord, you keep him humble and we’ll keep him poor.” But Paul was of a different opinion. For human beings are prone to discouragement and need to be affirmed. So elders who do well in their work are worthy of double honor. What kind of honor does Paul have in mind? That it includes adequate remuneration seems clear from the quotations of the following verse. Yet it seems unlikely that Paul is referring only to pay. It is more likely that “double” alludes to the double meaning of the Greek term timē. Conscientious elders should receive both respect and remuneration.

To give added weight to his recommendation, Paul cites two Scriptural principles. Deuteronomy 25 draws upon the ancient, familiar image of an ox dragging a threshing board over cut grain to separate the kernel from the husks. As the ox worked, it was allowed to eat some of the grain. If the farmer gains from the work of the ox, he should allow the animal to sustain itself.

A second citation applied the teaching of the Lord to the matter; in Jesus’ opinion those working for the kingdom deserve to be supplied by those benefiting from their ministry. This principle derives from God’s provision for the priests and Levites, who owned no lands but whose responsibilities as ministers occupied their whole time.

This is not the first time Paul addressed this, as we read in 1 Corinthians 9:7–12,

Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat of its grapes? Who tends a flock and does not drink of the milk? Do I say this merely from a human point of view? Doesn’t the Law say the same thing? For it is written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.” Is it about oxen that God is concerned? Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? Yes, this was written for us, because when the plowman plows and the thresher threshes, they ought to do so in the hope of sharing in the harvest. If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from you? If others have this right of support from you, shouldn’t we have it all the more?
Comparing pastors to oxen threshing grain may seem insulting, but Paul’s purpose is not to depreciate the pastoral ministry, but rather to emphasize that it is hard work, and that hard work performed conscientiously deserves to be rewarded.

Pastors Are Owed Healthy Respect

This leads to the next principle, pastors are owed healthy respect, in verses 19-22,

Do not entertain an accusation against an elder unless it is brought by two or three witnesses. Those who sin are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning. I charge you, in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels, to keep these instructions without partiality, and to do nothing out of favoritism. Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, and do not share in the sins of others. Keep yourself pure.
At first glance it may seem that Paul is taking aim at those in ministry, but this is not the case. Pastors are targets, to be sure, but not by Paul. Satan and his demons target pastors, for if they can bring down the pastor, the entire church family is affected. Those who don’t agree or appreciate what that preacher says may take aim at him in order to silence their own guilty conscience. When I called this series, “Letters to the Front Lines” it was because pastors like Timothy and Titus are on the front lines of a spiritual battle, and as such they are frequent targets of the enemy.

Sometimes the pressure gets to pastors; they are, after all, human. No pastor is perfect, even as no member of a church family is perfect. We can all recite the occasions when a high-ranking church leader has fallen into sin and the controversy and disgrace that follows.

Yet Paul insists that pastors should be respected, not reviled.
 I don’t have statistical data to back this up, but I believe more pastors leave ministry because of lack of respect than because of lack of revenue. Paul wisely says, in effect, “Don’t listen to every whim of criticism; investigate any accusation thoroughly to test its merit before taking any action.”

A smear campaign can completely ruin a leader’s ministry—and not only in that local church. Many falsely accused and wrongly abused pastors leave ministry altogether. So Paul’s first word to Timothy is that he must never listen to gossip about leaders, or even to a serious accusation if it is made by only one person. Every charge must be endorsed by multiple responsible people before it is even listened to. Adherence to this biblical principle would have silenced many a malicious talebearer and saved many pastors from unjust criticism and unnecessary suffering.

The law of Moses stipulated that the testimony of two or three witnesses was necessary to establish the matter in Deuteronomy 19:15. This became a part of the early church’s procedure of discipline, as outlined in Matthew 18:16 and 2 Corinthians 13:1.

It is sad when churches disobey the Word and listen to rumors, lies, and gossip. Warren Wiersbe writes, “‘Where there’s smoke, there’s fire’ may be a good slogan for a volunteer fire department, but it does not apply to local churches. ‘Where there’s smoke, there’s fire’ could possibly mean that somebody’s tongue has been ‘set on fire of hell!’” (James 3:6)

Paul’s second caution was that Timothy do everything openly and aboveboard. The under-the-counter politics of city hall have no place in a church.
 If an accusation against a pastor is not only confirmed by two or three witnesses, but is “actually proved” (jbp), and if (it is implied) the presbyters concerned, though admonished privately, refuse to repent but “persist in sin” (as the Greek present tense indicates
), then the sadness and the scandal of a public showdown cannot be avoided. The offenders “are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning.” Such a public rebuke, though an effective deterrent, must be the last resort, however. It is a safe rule that private sins should be dealt with privately, and only public sins publicly. It is neither right nor necessary to make what is private public, until all other possibilities have been exhausted.

Paul’s third caution, in verse 21, is that Timothy obey the Word no matter what his personal feelings may be. He should act without prejudice for or against the accused. There are no seniority rights in a local church; each member has the same standing before God and His Word. To show partiality is to make the situation even worse.

What does verse 22 mean, “Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, and do not share in the sins of others”? Most likely Paul is referring to ordination, since these letters contain two clear statements that this took place through the laying on of hands. Paul had mentioned the possible need to rebuke a pastor publicly. The best way to avoid such a scandal is to ensure the thorough screening of candidates before they are ordained.

Jumping down to verses 24-25 we read, “The sins of some men are obvious, reaching the place of judgment ahead of them; the sins of others trail behind them. In the same way, good deeds are obvious, and even those that are not cannot be hidden.” It is best to regard verse 23 as parenthetical and to make these last two verses resume the thought of verse 22.
 (We will consider verse 23 in a moment.)
Timothy would need discernment. It is called “the iceberg principle,” namely that nine-tenths of a person are hidden from view. This is why Timothy must give himself time in which to form an accurate assessment of people’s character before putting them into positions of authority. Charming personalities often have hidden weaknesses, whereas quiet people often have hidden strengths. Timothy must learn to discern between the seen and the unseen, the surface and the depth, the appearance and the reality.

Church discipline usually goes to one of two extremes. Either there is no discipline at all, or the church officers become evangelical policemen who hold a kangaroo court and violate many of the Bible’s spiritual principles. Remember that the purpose of discipline is restoration, not revenge. Our purpose must be to save the offender, not to drive him away. Our attitude must be one of love and tenderness.
 

Pastors are owed a healthy respect. When accused of wrong, they should be given the benefit of the doubt unless proven otherwise. Even then, they should be given respect.

Pastors Are Owed Healthy Relief

Finally, pastors are owed healthy relief, as seen in verse 23, “Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.” This verse makes many scholars wonder, “Why does Paul interject this thought here?” As pointed out, verses 24-25 seem to follow verse 22 more naturally then this verse does.

Some think that Paul’s injunction “keep yourself pure” reminded him to add “keep yourself fit” as well. He was perhaps anxious that Timothy was not looking after himself properly, and that the stress of ministry was taking its toll physically. Others conclude that verse 23 is intended as a deliberate modification of verse 22: “Keep yourself pure. But in order to do so, don’t adopt the extreme asceticism of the false teachers.”

Timothy often became ill, apparently due to stomach problems. Paul wrote, simply, “No longer drink water.” Translators insert “exclusively” or “only” because it’s a reasonable interpretation, given the context. Nevertheless, Paul’s prescription calls for Timothy to stop drinking water. While Ephesus boasted a rather sophisticated water system, including cisterns for storage, a network of terra-cotta pipes for distribution, and even a sewer system to flush waste out to sea, sanitation was not up to modern standards. Fermented wine, on the other hand, would have been safer to drink in moderation.

Certainly Paul’s mention of wine here is not an endorsement of the entire alcohol industry. Using wine for medicinal reasons is not an encouragement for drinking. Though the Bible does not demand total abstinence, it does denounce drunkenness.
 This verse shows Timothy to be a man of delicate health, and is one of those incidental touches that help the modern reader to feel greater sympathy with him.

In recent years more focus has been given to the overall health of ministers. Thankfully we are moving away from the attitude of, “You aren’t really serving the Lord unless you consistently push yourself to the point of fatigue.” It’s the tired yet proud-sounding, “I’d rather burn out rather than rust out” line. Either way you’re “out,” which never has made much sense to me.

Pastors are people, too, and that means they have physical, intellectual, emotional, social, and spiritual health to maintain. Physically they need to be aware of their diet and exercise—especially since much of a pastor’s work requires little physical exercise—as well as getting proper sleep and rest. Intellectually pastors need to give their mind a break as well as their body. I can’t emphasize enough the need to take regular time off in the form of a weekly Sabbath and occasional vacations. 

Don’t fall for the line that pastors “only work one day (or hour) a week.” Full-time ministry may not be the most physically taxing of occupations, but it is draining in every way. Pastors endure stress few people can even imagine. And they are human.

So what are pastors owed? Certainly they are owed a healthy remuneration or pay, but they are also owed a healthy respect for their position and a healthy relief for their overall health. They say a happy wife makes a happy life; I say a healthy pastor makes for a healthy church.

�Robert W. Yarbrough, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; London: Wm. B. Eerdmans; Apollos, ©2018).


�Thomas Costello, “Pastor Salary Guide: How to Pay Your Pastor Right,” https://reachrightstudios.com/ pastor-salary-guide/, 9 AUG 2022.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Faithful (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1981).


�John R. W. Stott, Guard the Truth: The Message of 1 Timothy & Titus, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1996).


�Charles R. Swindoll, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Swindoll’s Living Insights New Testament Commentary (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2014).


�Philip Towner, 1–2 Timothy & Titus, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1994).


�Stott, op. cit.


�Yarbrough, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Stott, op. cit.


�Towner, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


jbp The New Testament in Modern English by J. B. Phillips (London: Collins, ©1958).


�Towner, op. cit.


�Stott, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Stott, op. cit.


�Donald Guthrie, Pastoral Epistles: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1990).


�Stott, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Stott, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Guthrie, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Strengthening Your Grip (Dallas: Word Publishing, ©1982).





PAGE  
5

