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The office of widows receives special attention in the First Letter to Timothy (5:3–16). The idea
behind this vocation was that widows who had no family members to care for them could be
supported financially by the church while devoting themselves to prayer and good works. But
two problems seem to have arisen:
• Some church members were taking advantage of the program and abdicating their personal responsibility to care for family members (1 Tim. 5:4, 8).
• Some younger widows apparently were taken into the program and then they dropped
out, deciding to remarry.
Thus Timothy is told to limit enrollment in the program to those who are “real widows”—that
is, those who have been “left alone” with no one to care for them (1 Tim. 5:1, 3, 5, 16). He
is also to limit enrollment to widows over sixty years of age and to women who have demonstrated a capacity for the life of prayer and good works that are expected of those in the
program.
For more on this intriguing office, see Bonnie Bowman Thurston, The Widows: A Women’s Ministry in the Early Church (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1989).

Roman society, the humiliation of “being chained like a criminal” (2:9) would
be an almost unbearable disgrace, and 2 Timothy acknowledges that many
of Paul’s associates deserted him in the face of such hardship (4:10, 16).
Readers familiar with the passion story of Jesus may recall how Jesus was
deserted by his closest followers in his hour of trial (Mark 14:27, 50). Still,
2 Timothy makes clear that Paul is not ashamed of any humiliation that he
has suffered (1:12; cf. 3:10–11), and the letter also names Onesiphorus as a
positive example of one who was not ashamed of Paul’s chains (1:16). Beyond
this, 2 Timothy indicates that “all who want to live a godly life in Christ Jesus
will be persecuted” (3:12). Timothy is invited to join Paul in “suffering for
the gospel” (1:8).
Within this context of persecution, humiliation, and possible martyrdom,
messages of good news are proclaimed. First, the word of God is not chained
(2 Tim. 2:9); thus those who harm God’s messengers will not thwart the purposes of God. Second, suffering for the sake of the gospel can serve God’s
purposes, helping to bring salvation to others (2 Tim. 2:10). Third, a glorious
reward awaits those who suffer for Christ: those who endure hardship and
humiliation now will reign with Christ in glory forever (2 Tim. 2:12; 4:18).
Fourth, even those who fail to endure will be protected by Christ’s inestimable
mercy; outright apostasy may bring people into condemnation (2 Tim. 2:12;
4:14), but the weak and cowardly should know that the faithfulness of Christ
to his followers is greater than their faithlessness to him (2 Tim. 2:13; cf. 4:16).
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