Letters to the Front Lines #16

“How to Really Help”

1 Timothy 5:3-16

Helping the helpless has become a large part of government spending in America. Total U. S. government estimated spending for 2023 is $9.55 trillion, including $6.37 trillion federal, $2.11 trillion state, and $2.17 trillion local. In fiscal year 2023 total U. S. government spending on welfare—federal, state, and local—is guesstimated to be $1.494 trillion, including $890 billion for Medicaid, and $604 billion in other welfare.
 The sheer numbers are mind-boggling! Yet there are still so many who need help.

Before public welfare was seen as the government’s responsibility, the Christian church provided much service in these areas. Poverty relief, shelters, hospitals—many of these have their roots in the early Christian church. Even today many churches are active in providing assistance for the needy in one form or another.

The challenge has always been getting help to those who really need help. We are all aware of how many people “play the system” to get financial or material assistance that they don't really need while those who truly are in need get bypassed. As a pastor and a member of the community this is a question I have faced more than once.

With that in mind, turn to 1 Timothy 5:3-16,

Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need. But if a widow has children or grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their religion into practice by caring for their own family and so repaying their parents and grandparents, for this is pleasing to God. The widow who is really in need and left all alone puts her hope in God and continues night and day to pray and to ask God for help. But the widow who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives. Give the people these instructions, too, so that no one may be open to blame. If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. 

No widow may be put on the list of widows unless she is over sixty, has been faithful to her husband, and is well known for her good deeds, such as bringing up children, showing hospitality, washing the feet of the saints, helping those in trouble and devoting herself to all kinds of good deeds. 

As for younger widows, do not put them on such a list. For when their sensual desires overcome their dedication to Christ, they want to marry. Thus they bring judgment on themselves, because they have broken their first pledge. Besides, they get into the habit of being idle and going about from house to house. And not only do they become idlers, but also gossips and busybodies, saying things they ought not to. So I counsel younger widows to marry, to have children, to manage their homes and to give the enemy no opportunity for slander. Some have in fact already turned away to follow Satan. 

If any woman who is a believer has widows in her family, she should help them and not let the church be burdened with them, so that the church can help those widows who are really in need.

To modern Western Christian minds this seems an inordinate amount of coverage. Yet widows were a constant concern in the Mosaic Law (Deut. 24:17–21), and the New Testament reflects the same concern (Acts 6:1; 9:39–41; James 1:27). In many cases today the governmental authorities have taken over what was often the exclusive domain of religious entities in the ancient world. We do well to study carefully these instructions and examine our current ministry as churches to these unique and often needy women.

In this text Paul addresses the topic, “How to Really Help,” and in doing so two principles emerge that can guide us today in our attempts to provide aid for the needy all around us. 

Helping Those In Need Indeed 

The first principle I am calling “Helping Those In Need Indeed (one word).” Paul begins this section by highlighting “those widows who are really in need.” The King James Version translates this, “Honor widows that are widows indeed.” This phrase is repeated in verse 5 and in verse 16, at the conclusion of this passage. This expression (literally, “real widows”)
 means that such a widow is destitute, unable to support herself and having no dowry or relatives to support her.
 
Understand that first-century civilization was not kind to women. Pagan cultures tended to view all people in terms of their usefulness, first to family and then to the state. They valued women primarily for their ability to produce heirs. Therefore, a woman without a man or other family, found herself utterly helpless to survive on her own. While Greek and Roman custom expected families to care for their own, public assistance didn’t exist outside Hebrew culture. Gentile women without the protection and provision of a man usually had to choose between prostitution and starvation.

Scripture has much to say about widows, and honors them in a way that most cultures do not. Too often a married woman is defined only in relation to her husband. Then, if he dies, she loses not only her spouse but her social significance as well. In Scripture, however, widows, orphans and aliens (people without husband, parents or home) are valued for who they are in themselves, and are said to deserve special honor, protection and care. Throughout the Bible justice and love are demanded for them. God is described as “a father to the fatherless” and “a defender of widows”; and it is written of Him that “he defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow”. Because this is the kind of God He is, His people are to be the same.

So Paul begins in verse 3, “Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need.” The context makes it clear that the “honor” due to widows must go beyond personal respect and emotional support to financial provision.
 However, the church must be careful not to waste its resources on people who really are not in need. Whether we like to admit it or not, there are individuals and entire families that “milk” local churches, while they themselves refuse to work or to use their own resources wisely. As long as they can get handouts from the church, why bother to go to work?
 Furthermore, the church has limited financial and material resources (unlike the federal government who can simply print more money if they need it!) In order to be good stewards of God’s resources, discernment is needed in giving support to the poor. Just like today, the church at that time needed an official policy stating who may receive what.

So how is that done? Throughout the remainder of this passage Paul points out which widows did not qualify for financial assistance from the church. There was to be no general handout to all widows, irrespective of their circumstances. Widowhood was not in itself a qualification for support by the church. No, the church’s welfare provisions are to be limited to those in genuine need. If there are any alternative means of support, they should be used. In particular, the first call is on the widow’s family, in verse 4. All of us must accept responsibility for our own relatives. The church’s sense of social responsibility is not to encourage irresponsibility in others. And government welfare programs should supplement but not replace either individual or family obligations.
 Clearly children owe their parents. We are in their debt. Parents are generally expected in Scripture to provide for their children, but it is also true that children are then expected to care for their aging parents.

Verse 5 again defines a “widow who is really in need” as having no family to lean on but puts all her trust in God. An excellent example of this was the elderly prophetess Anna who “never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying” (Luke 2:36-37). Paul seems to draw upon this ideal as he sketches the requirements that qualify a woman to be a Christian widow.

Verse 6 contrasts this with a widow who “lives for pleasure”? What does that mean? Some scholars suggest it describes seeking her own pleasure by pursuing sin. A few see this as Paul’s euphemism for prostitution, such that she makes herself the object of “wanton pleasure” to earn a living.
 Others suggest this describes living luxuriously or in indulgence. The woman in view has abandoned herself to pleasure and comfort. The present tense pictures this as a habitual lifestyle she has adopted. It seems that what is described here is enlarged upon in verses 11–13. In such a case the widow in view may be using the material support of the church to finance her extravagant lifestyle.

Verses 9-10 describe those who are in need indeed as being “over sixty”—not considered all that old today but past normal childbearing years, which was so important in Paul’s day
—as well as being a faithful wife—a “one-man woman” (literally rendered), just like the phrase “one-woman man” in the list of qualities for church leaders and servers in 1 Timothy 3:2, 12 and Titus 1:6. Like these other lists, the qualification has more to do with the person’s character than how many times he or she has been married. Scripture never condemns someone for remarriage after the death of a spouse or falling victim to an unjust divorce. Finally, such a widow is “well known for her good deeds,” not as the route but as the fruit of righteousness.
 So there are both material and spiritual conditions of eligibility for the church’s maintenance of widows. The material condition is destitution, and the spiritual godliness.

Younger widows, on the other hand, are not to be “put on the list” of those receiving aid long-term, according to verses 11-12. I’m sure Paul would not have argued against helping a younger widow in short-term need of food, clothing, or shelter in the immediate aftermath of her husband’s death. His purpose was not to be legalistic or callous toward anyone in need, least of all a young woman suddenly left without a husband.
 But because of their age, younger widows are naturally attracted to men and want to marry again. There is nothing wrong with that, as Paul explains, but those on the “list” seemed to have agreed that they would remain widows and serve the Lord.
 Remarriage is not sinful by itself, only when it violates a solemn vow to remain single in service to God (“broken their first pledge”).

Paul also cites in verse 13 the temptation for younger women who are not busy with their own families to become idle and prone to becoming gossips and busybodies. Paul doesn’t accuse all younger women of being lazy, but because they lack mature wisdom, younger women will likely mishandle the information they hear. Instead of helping and maintaining discretion, they will unwittingly indulge in gossip and create drama.
 As Paul wrote in 2 Thessalonians 3:10-13, 

For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.” We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busybodies. Such people we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the bread they eat. And as for you, brothers, never tire of doing what is right.

In a broad sense, we must not rely upon the church to do what we, as individuals, can and should do ourselves. We can work in cooperation with the church, but we need not wait upon the church—and we must not blame the church for not taking action. If you see a need in the world, get busy!

How does this principle apply to Christians today? Certainly we must honor our parents and grandparents and seek to provide for them if they have needs. Not every Christian family is able to take in another member, and not every widow wants to live with her children. Where there is sickness or handicap, professional care is necessary, and perhaps this cannot be given in a home. Each family must decide what God’s will is in the matter, and no decision is easy. The important thing is that believers show love and concern and do all they can to help each other.

Here is an issue of considerable contemporary importance. As the medical care of the elderly improves, the average age of the population continues to rise. There are more old folk than ever before. Nursing homes and hospitals are full. And it is fine that the church and the government should provide these—but not if it means that senior citizens are abandoned or neglected by their own relatives.

Too often in our churches today a woman loses a husband to death. After a few weeks’ flurry of attention, she finds it more and more awkward to fit into relationships that had once been natural. Friends, feeling uncomfortable or embarrassed around her, do not know how to relate, and she finds it difficult to relate to them. Her grown children have their own lives to get on with. Gradually, she eases toward the periphery of the church. (This can also happen to a man who loses a wife.)

Widows presented that church at that time with a specific need, and in our churches this same basic need is common. But our technological age is creating other problems (or at least raising them to proportions never before known) that belong to this category. What about the homeless and the jobless? What about the disfranchised—the single mothers, the elderly, the convicts and ex-convicts, the divorced? While the questions come easier than the answers, I think we will all agree that the church is to be God’s channel of compassion as he seeks to include the excluded. Paul’s treatment suggests that there is far more involved than simply handing out money. The pattern presented here is a carefully structured ministry to the whole person that encourages and facilitates godliness and a productive life while it also guards against misuse and abuse that might endanger the church’s witness. It remains for us to implement this teaching creatively in our particular situations.

The church cannot support everyone in need, nor should we expect it to. Financial assistance, especially long-term care, must never be given indiscriminately. Communities will always have more needs than the local assembly can meet; resources are limited. Therefore, the church must use discernment and respond wisely.

As a pastor I am frequently approached and asked for financial or material assistance. Personally I don’t have the time or resources to perform the due diligence necessary to distinguish between those who are in need indeed and those who are taking advantage of the system and the church’s generosity. That’s why I happily support the Neighborhood Care Center in Clinton, where several churches and individuals put their benevolence funds to be distributed. The folks there have a vetting process that sifts out the undeserving so that the assistance goes to those in need indeed.

Helping Those In Need In Deed

The second principle in this passage is helping those in need in deed (two words). Going back to verse 3, we are to “honor” those in need, just as we are to “honor [our] father and mother” in Exodus 20:12 and Ephesians 6:1–3.
 The Greek word for “honor” is the same as the word Peter chose in 1 Peter 2:17 when commanding Christians to “honor the king.”
 Yet, as we saw earlier, this “honor” goes beyond personal respect and emotional support to financial provision.

We must go beyond spiritual-sounding platitudes as well. In James 2:15-16, James challenges us, “Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to him, ‘Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?” When we see folks in financial or material need and we say, “God bless you!” or, “I’ll pray for you!” and do nothing concrete to meet that need, what kind of testimony is that? 

John puts it bluntly in 1 John 3:17-19, “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” We need to help those in need in deed—in action, not just in words. 

And that begins at home. Verse 8 should haunt us: “If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” Whereas care for one’s widowed family member constituted righteousness, failure to do this would prove one’s utter lack of moral worth. Even pagan, Greeks and Romans took care of their own families. Paul couldn’t imagine a genuine Christian refusing to behave at least as decently as his or her unbelieving neighbors.
 In fact, if a person does not take care of those within his family who are in need he has denied the faith and is living on a lower level of morality than his pagan neighbors.

You may say, “That’s just not practical! Who would drop everything they are doing to take care of a family member when they could just as easily put that person in a nursing home?” I would say, “Look around!” I can name several who have put their lives on hold to care for an ailing spouse or child, giving them the best care possible so they could stay at home. I can point to my own brother and sister-in-law who set aside their plans in a new mission field to take care of our mother. You might think being a missionary to a foreign land would be the utmost in serving God, but according to this Scripture taking care of our own family is a greater service than that. 

Cain asked callously in Genesis 4:9, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” We might be tempted to ask the same about a sister, mother or father, grandmother or grandfather, or anyone truly in need. The answer to that question hasn’t changed in thousands of years: Yes, I am my brother’s keeper! 

Our responsibility is to help those in need indeed—discerning those who truly need help from those who do not—and to help those in need in deed—not just nice-sounding words but in practical, material, and even financial assistance. Remember, whatever we do for “the least of these,” we do it for Christ!
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