GCF position paper on the meaning of “The husband of one wife” (1 Tim 2:3)


Grace Christian Fellowship is always in need of men to fulfill the roles of Elder and Deacon.  We pray on a regular basis that God would give us grace to identify and train men to fill these roles so that the church can Glorify God more effectively and fulfill our purpose of forming Christ in a growing church.  But the Bible makes it clear in 1st Timothy 3 and Titus 1 that not just anyone one who has leadership gifts can fulfill these roles.  A man who serves as an elder or deacon must not only have an identifiable leadership gift but he must also meet the character requirements laid out by God in 1st Timothy 3 and Titus 1.   


Here are the qualifications for Elder and Deacon laid out by God in 1Ti 3:1-16  “The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble task.  (2)  Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach,  (3)  not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money.  (4)  He must manage his own household well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive,  (5)  for if someone does not know how to manage his own household, how will he care for God's church?  (6)  He must not be a recent convert, or he may become puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil.  (7)  Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace, into a snare of the devil.  (8)  Deacons likewise must be dignified, not double-tongued, not addicted to much wine, not greedy for dishonest gain.  (9)  They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience.  (10)  And let them also be tested first; then let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves blameless.  (11)  Their wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all things.  (12)  Let deacons each be the husband of one wife, managing their children and their own households well.  (13)  For those who serve well as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and also great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.  (14)  I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that,  (15)  if I delay, you may know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, a pillar and buttress of truth.  (16)  Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: He was manifested in the flesh, vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory.”

The meaning of most of these character qualifications is clear, but what does Paul mean in verses 2 and 12 by “Husband of one wife?”  Some sincere Christians think this excludes a divorced man from serving as an elder or a deacon.  But, is that what Paul means by husband of one wife?  We don’t necessarily think so.  Although divorce may exclude a man from serving as an Elder or Deacon, it does not necessarily exclude him.  


  Why do we believe this?  After much research we do not believe that “Husband of one wife” is a reference to divorce or remarriage.  We looked at seven of the leading conservative evangelical commentaries on this verse and none of them thought “husband of one wife” was a reference to divorce and remarriage.  We figured it would be helpful to let you see what these commentaries said and then summarize our findings.  

Dr. John Macarthur says “the husband of one wife literally in Greek a ‘one woman man’… says nothing about marriage or divorce.  The issue is not the elder’s marital status, but his moral and sexual purity.  This qualification heads the list, because it is in this area that leaders are most prone to fail…  Some believe that Paul here excludes divorced men from church leadership.  That again ignores that fact that this qualification does not deal with marital status.  Nor does the Bible prohibit all remarriage after divorce (see Mt. 5:31, 32; 19:9; 1 Co 7:15)…  A ‘one woman man’ is one totally devoted to his wife, maintaining singular devotion, affection and sexual purity in both thought and deed.  To violate this is to forfeit blamelessness and no longer be above reproach.)”


Dr. Wayne Grudem says “Some people have thought that it (‘husband of one wife’) excludes from the office of elder men who have been divorced and have then remarried someone else, sine they have then been the husband of two wives.  But this does not seem to be a correct understanding of these verses.  A better interpretation is that Paul was prohibiting a polygamist (a man who presently has more than one wife) from being an elder…  Polygamy was possible in the first century.  Although it was not common, polygamy was practiced, especially among the Jews.”
  

Alexander Strauch says “Regarding the issue of whether or not a divorced and remarried man (whether the divorce took place before or after his conversion) can become and elder, the New Testament does not directly comment…  The phrase husband of one wife is meant to be a positive statement that expresses faithful, monogamous marriage.  In English we would say, ‘faithful and true to one woman’ or ‘a one-woman man.’  This later phrasing closely follows the Greek wording.  Negatively, the phrase prohibits all deviation from faithful, monogamous marriage.  Thus it would prohibit and elder from polygamy, concubinage, homosexuality, and/or questionable sexual relationships.  Positively, Scripture says the candidate for eldership should be ‘a one-woman man,’ meaning he has an exclusive relationship with one woman.  Such a man is above reproach in his sexual and marital life.”
 

Most of the other commentaries we referenced agreed with both Macarthur’s and Strauch’s conclusions.  Dr. Kent Hughes sums up his opinion, Macarthur and Strauch’s opinion, and our opinion as well “The correct sense here is not quantitative but qualitative.  The man is truly a one-woman man.  There are no other women in his life.  He is totally faithful.  He does not flirt.  There are no dalliances.  As George Knight says, he is ‘a man who having contracted a monogamous marriage is faithful to his wedding vows.’  As the New Living Translation has it, ‘He must be faithful to his wife.’  So the bar is set high.  And no cleverness, no ancient or postmodern verbal sleight of hand can get around it.”
 
In conclusion, while we would be very slow to ordain a divorced man to the office of Elder or Deacon we do believe that a divorced man, under the right circumstances, could fulfill the character requirements of Elder or Deacon if he is in fact “a one woman man” and meets the rest of the requirements laid out by Paul.  In other words he currently models a faithful, sexually pure, exemplary, and God honoring marriage.  And his marriage is a model, not a perfect model nonetheless, a model for the rest of the church.      
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