Box 22.5

Concern for Social Respectability in the Pastoral Letters
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The Pastoral Letters exhibit special concern for the social respectability of Christians:
• A bishop is to be someone “well thought of by outsiders” (1 Tim. 3:7).
• Slaves are to accept their lot so that “the name of God and the teaching may not be
blasphemed” (1 Tim. 6:1).
• Young women are to be submissive to their husbands “so that the word of God may not
be discredited” (Titus 2:5).
• Young widows should remarry “so as to give the adversary no occasion to revile us”
(1 Tim. 5:14; cf. Titus 2:8).
In general, Christians are to be productive and obedient, good citizens whose lives are free
of anything offensive or scandalous (1 Tim. 2:1–3, 9–10; 3:2–13; 2 Tim. 2:22–25; Titus 1:5–8; 2:3–10;
3:1–2, 14). The virtue of “self-control” receives particular emphasis (2 Tim. 1:7; Titus 1:8; 2:5–6, 12).
Thus these letters make clear that Christianity is not socially subversive and that the gospel has
a certain “civilizing function”: it trains those who would otherwise be “vicious brutes” (Titus 1:12;
cf. 3:3) to live in ways that are “self-controlled, upright, and godly” (Titus 2:11–12).

should simply give them two warnings and, after that, be done with them (Titus
3:10–11). Likewise, Timothy is to “instruct people not to teach any different
doctrine” than that which Paul imparted to him (1 Tim. 1:3). He is to be insistent
(1 Tim. 4:11) and persistent (2 Tim. 4:2) in seeing that this tradition is maintained.
In terms of caring for the congregations, a primary strategy seems to be the
appointment of prominent and exemplary leaders who will proclaim sound
doctrine and teach the tradition inherited from Paul (see preceding section).
Beyond this, Timothy is told to set an example for the believers through his
own teaching and lifestyle (1 Tim. 4:12, 16). And, in addition to exhortation
and teaching, he is to give attention to the public reading of Scripture (1 Tim.
4:13). He has relied on Scripture since childhood; now he is to rely on it in
public ministry (2 Tim. 3:15–16).
The overall emphasis, then, is on teaching sound doctrine so that the church
might be a bulwark of truth (1 Tim. 3:15) against the novel speculations of
those who want to divide the church with “profane chatter” (2 Tim. 2:16–17)
or “stupid controversies” (2 Tim. 2:23; Titus 3:9). Sound doctrine seems to
take two forms: (1) brief and easily memorized creedal statements that summarize key ideas in the church’s teaching about Christ (see 1 Tim. 2:5–6; 3:16;
2 Tim. 2:11–13; Titus 2:11–14); and (2) specific instructions about moral behavior (Titus 2:1–10; cf. 1 Tim. 3:14–15). The latter directions are important
because these letters suggest that moral conduct is the proof of correct belief.
The false teachers profess to know God, but they deny God by their actions
(Titus 1:16). Sound doctrine, by contrast, leads to “love that comes from a pure
heart, a good conscience, and sincere faith” (1 Tim. 1:5); it is “teaching that
is in accordance with godliness” (1 Tim. 6:3). Orthodoxy (“right thinking”)
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EXPLORE 22.18
What Was the False
Teaching Opposed
by the Pastoral
Letters?

Major Themes in the Pastoral Letters
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