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The letter of 1 Timothy indicates that bishops (3:2) and deacons (3:12) are to be married only
once (or, literally, to be “the husband of one wife”). What does this mean? Four suggestions:
• They are not to practice polygamy. This seems to be obvious, but perhaps it needed to
be stated, given converts from many cultures.
• They are to practice fidelity, fulfilling the role of husband only for the woman to whom
they are actually married. Again, this seems to be an obvious expectation, though no
doubt an important one.
• They are not to remarry after being divorced. This seems consistent with Paul’s teaching
elsewhere (1 Cor. 7:10–11; cf. Mark 10:11–12).
• They are not to remarry after being widowed. This seems stricter than Paul’s usual policy
(Rom. 7:1–3; 1 Cor. 7:39). Still, Paul does say elsewhere that it is best not to remarry
(1 Cor. 7:8, 32–35, 40), and the bishops and deacons may be expected to model ideal
behavior beyond what would be requirements for all.
Most scholars assume that at least the first two ideas would be included in what is intended
here; the third and/or fourth ideas might be intended as well.

Conclusion
The Pastoral Letters have fallen on hard times in the modern church and in
modern society. At the very least, these letters might not sit well with people
in a climate that tries to resist polemic and stereotyping. In 1 Timothy there
is reference to superstitious legends as “old wives’ tales” (4:7). The Letter to
Titus indicates that Jews (“those of the circumcision”) are especially given to
being “rebellious people, idle talkers and deceivers” (1:10), and it agrees with a
popular stereotype that natives of Crete are “always liars, vicious brutes, lazy
gluttons” (1:12–13, citing a verse by Epimenides of Knossus from the sixth
century BCE). Such language usually is considered rude and inappropriate in
our modern culture. Likewise, the penchant in these letters for ad hominem
attacks on ideological opponents (1 Tim. 4:1–2; 6:3–5; 2 Tim. 3:2–9; Titus
1:10–16; 3:10–11) may strike modern readers as petty or mean.
Even the household directions in these letters base their instructions on
specific (and not very complimentary) assumptions regarding age and gender
(1 Tim. 2:8–15; 5:1–16; 6:1–2; Titus 2:2–10). They move away from the ideal
of “mutual submission” found in other letters attributed to Paul (Eph. 5:21),
instead giving advice that is one-sided: wives are to submit to their husbands
(Titus 2:5; cf. 1 Tim. 2:11), but nothing is said about the husbands’ responsibilities for their wives (cf. Eph. 5:25–33; Col. 3:19); slaves are to submit
completely to their masters (1 Tim. 6:1–2; Titus 2:9–10), but nothing is said

ad hominem: attacking an opponent’s
character rather than
addressing his or her
arguments.
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