
Major Themes in the Pastoral Letters

Church Government

The appointment of church officers and leaders is a primary concern in the 
Pastoral Letters, especially in 1 Timothy and Titus (see 1 Tim. 3:1–13; 5:3–22; 
2 Tim. 2:2; Titus 1:5–7). Several offices are mentioned, but we don’t know what 
their various functions were. Bible readers today should not assume that the 
designations for church officials used in these letters correspond to ecclesias-
tical roles that bear those same designations in the modern world. A person 
who was called a “bishop” in some parts of the early church might have had a 
role more similar to what we call a “deacon” or a “pastor” today—we simply 
do not know what these terms specified. In Titus bishop and elder appear to 
be interchangeable terms for the same leadership position, but in 1 Timothy 
bishop, deacon, and widow represent at least three different offices within the 
community, and elder might be a fourth role (or elder may be a generic term 
for leaders of all sorts). The exact responsibilities of these various leaders are 
not spelled out, but 1 Timothy describes the bishop’s job as “[taking] care of 
God’s church” in a manner analogous to managing a household (3:4–5; cf. 
3:15), and Titus describes the bishop as “God’s steward” (1:7), implying that 
bishops are appointed by God to attend to various matters on God’s behalf. 
In terms of a bishop’s duties, proclamation and teaching receive the most at-
tention (1 Tim. 3:2; 5:17–18; Titus 1:9).

Both 1 Timothy and Titus focus on qualifications for these church offices 
(1 Tim. 3:1–13; Titus 1:5–9). The emphasis clearly is on character: all the offi-
cers are to be responsible and respectable persons whose lives may be described 
as “blameless” (Titus 1:6) and “above reproach” (1 Tim. 3:2), persons whose 

Box 22.4

Proposed Historical Situations for the Pastoral Letters

Titus 1 Timothy 2 Timothy

If there are gaps in our 
record of Paul’s career

by Paul from Ephesus (?) 
to Titus in Crete, 
ca. 52–56

by Paul from Macedonia 
to Timothy in Ephesus, 
ca. 52–56

by Paul from prison 
in Rome to Timothy, 
ca. 60–64

If Paul had a “second 
career”

same as above but 
ca. 63–66

same as above but 
ca. 63–66

same as above but 
ca. 65–67

If all three letters are by the 
same pseudonymous author

by an unknown admirer of Paul from an unknown location to Christians in general, 
late first or early second century

If the letters are expansions 
of Pauline notes

brief personal references in all three letters, same as first row above; bulk of all 
three letters, same as third row above

If 2 Timothy was written first 
and by a different author

by admirer of Paul with a copy of 2 Timothy from an 
unknown location to Christians in general, late first or 
early second century

same as first row above, or, 
written by Pauline admirer 
shortly after his death
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