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The Leader and the Led: A Survey of 1 Timothy 3:1-7 

Victor Onwukeme 

Introduction 

There are three epistles of Paul – two to Timothy and one to Titus; and they are often read 

together. In 1726, P. Anton described these letters as pastoral because they direct Paul’s 

associates, Timothy and Titus, pastorally to shepherd the Churches entrusted to them. Special 

authority was given to Timothy and Titus as hands were imposed on them in order to ensure they 

do  their job adequately, guiding the flock gently where possible, and sternly if need be.1 Thus 

authority and structure dominate in these pastorals. 

The text (1 Tim 3:1-7) talks about qualifications of bishops, qualifications that will make them 

good leaders. But I think that this text can be applied to anyone entrusted with public office, be 

they presidents, prime ministers, governors, ministers, senators, teachers, even parents, to 

mention but a few. The terms used in this text are episkopos which means an overseer, diakonos 

which means a minister or a servant and presbyteros, which means an elder. The bishop 

represents God and is the final authority in communal teaching and leadership. The scope of this 

work is to analyse and interpret the above text and apply it to the Nigerian situation. 

Two of the pastorals (1 Tim and Titus) can be called administrative or mandate letters. In this 

type of letter, an official writes to a subordinate about to assume administrative duties in order to 

instruct him/her on the proper attitude. All the three are concerned with establishing a continuity 

of faith in Pauline tradition, in the face of dissident teachings (1 Tim 6,20-21; 2 Tim 1,13-14; 

Titus 1,9; 2,1). Since so much of the pastorals (1 Tim and Titus) concerns communal order, one 

would expect Paul to address the Churches as well as their leaders. 

Analysis of the Qualities of a Leader: 1 Tim 3,1-7 

1 Tim 1,1: The saying is sure: Whoever desires bishopric, desires a noble task. 

The text opens by stating that the desire to be bishop is a noble desire. Bishop Amatu of Okigwe 

Diocese was once asked if he desired to be a bishop and he said: Catechism of the Catholic 

Church asks: Should we be eager to receive the sacraments of the Church? And the Catechism 

itself gives the answer: Yes, we should be desirous and eager to receive the sacraments of the 

Church. Inasmuch as one should not be obsessed with higher office in the Church or state, 

appropriate persons should be encouraged to undertake the task of supervising the community of 

the faithful.2  

 1 Timothy 1:2-7: It is necessary for the bishop to be above reproach (anepilēmptos), a man of 

one marriage (mias gunaikos andra), he should be temperate (nephalios), self-controlled 

(sōphronos), well-behaved (kosmios), hospitable (philoxenos), an apt teacher (didaktikos). So the 

text notes that it is necessary for the bishop to be above reproach anepilēmptos. Not a drunkard, 

not violent but gentle, not querrelsome and not a lover of money. He must manage his own 

household well, keeping his children submissive and respectful in every way. For if someone 

does not know his own household, how can he take care of God’s Church. He must not be a 

recent convert or he may be puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil. 

                                                           
1 V. Onwukeme, Being All Things to All People (Iperu-Remo, Ambassador Pub. 2008), 197. 
2 P. Perkins, ‘Pastoral Letters’ in Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2003), 

1435. 
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Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace and the 

snare of the devil.  

The overseer should be a man of one marriage (mias gunaikos andra). Some take this expression 

to mean that the leader must be a married man. For others, a Christian leader cannot marry a 

second time after divorcing his first wife or even after his wife has perished. In a world where 

even the highest places were soaked with immorality, with a lot of divorce going on, the 

Christian Church must demonstrate the stability and the sanctity of the Christian marriage.3 

Given the rampant divorce at the time, the text emphasizes that the bishop must not have been 

married more than once. The actual meaning is that the man should be a loyal husband, 

persevering in marriage. 

It was normal for a Jew to marry more than one wife. Josephus, the Jewish historian writes: By 

ancestral custom a man can live with more than one wife (Antiquities of the Jews; 17; 1.2). In 

Justin’s discussion with a Jew, it is written: It is possible for a Jew even now to have four or five 

wives’ (Dialogue with Trypho, 134). The situation was not different in the Roman world. Ovid 

and Pliny had three wives; Ceasar and Anthony had four; Sulla and Pompey had five; Herod had 

nine; Cicero’s daughter, Tullia had three husbands. Emperor Nero was the third husband of 

Poppaea and the fifth husband of Statilla Messalina. 

The Jews had the highest ideals of marriage. They had the belief that marriage was made in 

heaven. In the marriage between Isaac and Rebecca it is said: Then Laban and Bethuel 

answered: The thing comes from the Lord; we cannot speak to you anything bad or good. Look, 

Rebecca is before you, take her and go, and let her be the wife of your master’s son, as the Lord 

has spoken (Gen 24:50). This implies that the marriage was arranged by God. Along the same 

line, Prov 19:14 says: A prudent wife is from the Lord. In Tob 6:17 it is written concerning 

Tobias and Sarah: Fear not for she was prepared for you from the beginning. A Rabbi once said: 

God sits in heaven arranging marriages.4 The surprising thing is that the Jews believed that 

marriage was arranged by God and yet a man could easily divorce his wife but not vice versa. 

As noted above, the situation in the Roman world was not different from the scene described 

above. According to Roman law, the wife had no rights. Cato said: If you were to take your wife 

in adultery, you could kill her with impunity, without any court judgment; but if you were 

involved in adultery, she would not dare to lift a finger against you, for it is unlawful.5 Things 

grew so bad and marriage grew so irksome, that in 131 BC a well-known Roman called Metellus 

Macedonicus made a statement which Augustus afterwards quoted: If we could do without wives, 

we would be rid of that nuisance. But since nature has decreed that we can neither live 

comfortably with them, nor live at all without them, we must look rather to our permanent 

interests than to passing pleasure. 

The Church, gives a regulation for her leaders, bishops should not marry more than once 

indicating they should dissociate themselves from the rampant divorce. The Church’s theology 

and regulations on marriage draw heavily upon society’s view on marriage. There is a move 

from a contractual model of marriage to a personalistic and covenantal one. The language of 

covenant, fidelity, and conjugal love is replacing that of the right of the married partners to one 

another’s body.     

                                                           
3 W. Barclay, The Letters to Timothy, Titus & Philemon (Bangalore: Theological Pub., 2006), 79. 
4 Barclay, Timothy, Titus & Philemon, 76. 
5 Barclay, Timothy, Titus & Philemon, 77. 
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Our text uses various adjectives to define a good leader – nephalios which means sober, 

temperate but could equally denote watchfulness and vigilance and in 1 Tim 3:3 we have 

paroinos means addicted to wine, but it could equally mean quarrelsome and violent. The point 

being made here is that the Christian leader must be vigilant and not indulge in wine since this 

would lessen his Christian vigilance or soil his Christian conduct. The Christian leader must be 

sober and he must not over-indulge in wine. According to medical experts, alcohol (although a 

little of it is good for health 1 Tim 5:23) destroys brain cells which are not replaceable. 

In the ancient world, wine was continually used. Where the water supply was very inadequate 

and sometimes dangerous, wine was the most natural dink. Wine cheers the hearts of gods and 

mortals (Judg 9:13). Wine is given to those whose hearts are heavy (Prov 31:6). Danger comes to 

the man who looks at wine when it is red (Prov 23:29-35). There are terrible stories of what 

happened to people who over-indulge in wine. There is the case of Noah (Gen 9:18-27); of Lot 

(Gen 19:30-38); of Amnon (2 Sam 13:28-29). Although the ancient world used wine as the 

commonest of all drinks, it used it most abstemiously. A drunkard was disgraced even in a pagan 

society, the more reason this was shunned in a Christian assembly. 

Diogenes Laertius (7,116-126) gives us the Stoic description of a leader. He must be married; he 

must be without pride; he must be temperate; and he must combine prudence of mind with 

excellence of outward behaviour. A writer called Onosander puts it this way: He must be 

prudent, self-controlled, sober, frugal, enduring in toil, intelligent, without love of money, 

neither young nor old, if possible, the father of a family, able to speak competently, and of good 

reputation. The summary of the statement above is that a leader should be someone free of public 

censure. He must be of fine character and if you like be above criticism. He should be 

irreproachable, unable to be found fault with.  

Two important adjectives which must characterise the Christian leader are: He must be prudent 

(sōphron)6 and well-behaved (kosmios). Sōphrōne is a way of thinking which saves. The man or 

woman who is sōphrōn thinks sensibly, showing self control. Such a person goes through life 

and perils of the world, feeling love, joy, and the like. Such a person saves the imminent evil 

from coming to be. E. F. Brown cites in illustration of  sōphrōnē a prayer of Thomas Aquinas, 

which asks for a quieting of all our impulses, fleshly and spiritual. The man who is sōphrōn has 

every part of his nature under perfect control, since he is a man in whose heart Christ reigns 

supreme.7  

The synoyme of sōphrōn is kosmios which means well-behaved. If a man is kosmios in his outer 

conduct, it is because he is sōphrōn in his inner life. Kosmios means orderly, honest and 

decorous. In Greek it has two special usages: it is commonly used to describe the person who is a 

good citizen. Plato defines the person who is kosmios as the citizen who is quiet, a person in 

                                                           
6 It connotes of sound mind, discreet, self-controlled, chaste, having complete control over sensual desires. The 

Greek derived it from two words which mean to keep one’s mind safe and sound. The corresponding noun is 

sōphrosumē. It is the opposite of intemperance and lack of self-control. Plato defines it as the mastery of pleasure 

and desire. Aristotle defines it as that power by which the pleasures of the body are used as law commands. Philo 

says that it has to do with a certain limiting and ordering of the desires which eliminates those which are external 

and excessive, and which adorns those which are necessary with timeliness and moderation. Pythagoras asserted that 

it was the foundation on which the soul rests. According to Iamblichus, it is the safeguard of the most excellent 

habits in life. For Euripides, it was the fairest gift of God. Taylor called it reason’s girdle and passion’s bridle. 

Trench describes sōphrosumē as the condition of the entire command over the passions and desires, so that they 

receive no further allowance than that which the law and right reason admit and approve.  
7 Barclay, Timothy, Titus & Philemon, 81. 
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whose character all things are harmoniously integrated.8 The leader of the Church must be one 

whose instinct is under control.  

Hospitality 

The Christian leader must be philoxenos (hospitable). This is a quality on which the NT lays a lot 

of emphasis. Paul advises that episcopos should be hospitable. In Rom 12:13 he exhorts the 

Romans to practise hospitality ungrudgingly to one another. Peter gives similar advice (1 Pet 

4:9). In the Shepherd of Hermas, one of the early Christian writings lays down this principle: The 

episcopos must be hospitable, a man who gladly and at all times welcomes into his house the 

servants of God. The Christian leader must be a man with an open heart and an open house.  

The ancient world was very careful of the rights of guests. In the Christian Church, there were 

wandering teachers and preachers who needed hospitality. There were also many slaves with no 

homes of their own to whom it was a great privilege to have the right of entry to a Christian 

home. It was of the greatest blessing that Christians should have Christian homes ever open to 

them in which they could meet like-minded people to themselves. In our world today, there are 

still many strangers who are looking for a home. 

Our text equally says that the Christian leader must possess an aptitude for teaching. The finest 

and most effective teaching is done not by speaking but by being. Even the man with no gift of 

words can teach, by living in such a way that in him men see the reflection of the master. A saint 

is someone in whom Christ lives again. Paul VI says that modern man needs more witnesses than 

teachers and if they listen to teachers, it is because they are first and foremost witnesses. 

Not violent or quick-tempered 

The Christian leader must not be one who assaults others plēktēs (a striker). That this instruction 

was not unnecessary is seen in one of the very early regulations of the Apostolic Canons: A 

bishop, a priest or a deacon who smites the faithful when they err, or the unbelievers when they 

commit offence, and desires to terrify them, should be deposed; for nowhere has the Lord taught 

us this. ‘When he was reviled, he did not revile in return. When he was smitten, he smote not 

back. When he suffered he did not threaten anyone’ (1 Pet 2,23). The fact remains that 

blustering, bullying, irritable, bad-tempered speech or action were forbidden because they were 

rampant at the time, since laws are made for abuse. 

Gentle, Forbearing 

The Christian leader must be gentle and forbearing. The Greek adjective is epieikēs while the 

noun is epieikeia. Aristotle describes epieikeia as that which corrects justice and as that which is 

just and better than justice. It is that quality which corrects the law when the law errs because of 

its generality. Sometimes it is difficult to apply the strict letters of the law. According to Trench, 

it means keeping to the spirit of the law instead of its letter, the spirit which rectifies and 

redresses the injustice done. Aristotle describes in full the action of epieikeia as follows: to 

pardon human failings; to look to the law-giver, not to the law; to the intention, not to the action; 

to the whole, not to the part; to the character of the actor in the long run and not in the present 

moment; to bear being injured.  

Along the same line, the Christian leader must be peaceable (amachos). The Greek word means 

disinclined to fight. It denotes a person who is happy in his relationship with others. The real 

                                                           
8 Barclay, Timothy, Titus & Philemon, 81. 
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Christian leader wants nothing so much as he wants peace with his fellow-men and women. He 

must be aphilarguros which means, not greedy for money. The Christian leader must be free 

from the love of money. He should be someone who is able to manage his household well. From 

the above, there is some confidence that if he is able to take care of his home, then he can 

manage the Church of God well. Semnotēs is the Greek word used to denote that he should be 

someone serious and of proper conduct. Paul warns that such a leader must not be a new convert 

(neophutos) so that he may not be full of pride (tuphoomai) and fall into the reproach of the 

Devil. In the last verse, verse 7 Paul indicates that it is necessary that he has good testimony from 

outside, that is, that he be well thought of by outsiders so that he may not fall into disgrace or the 

trap of the Evil One.  

 Thus episcopos means overseer and this summarises the function of a bishop. He is the overseer 

of his diocese. He is the Church’s official administrator. The terms bishop and deacon equally 

appear in Phil 1:1. The extensive financial transactions between Paul and the Philippian Church 

(Phil 4:10-20; 2 Cor 11:9) raise the possibility that they were responsible for the material 

resources of the community just like the overseer in the Essene Community was (CD 14,12-16). 

The Essene overseer was also associated with the community. He worked hand in hand with his 

community through the Council. This may have provided the model for the relationship between 

the bishop and the faithful through the deacon which is assumed in the pastorals. 

 Obedience to legitimate Authority 

Paul exhorts the led to pray for their leaders. In 1 Tim 2:1-2 he says: First of all then I urge that 

supplications, prayers, intercessions and thanksgiving be made for everyone, for kings and all 

who are in high positions so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and 

dignity. 

For Paul, obedience to civil authorities should be taken as mandatory. In Rom 13:1-7 Paul calls 

on the led to subject themselves to the governing authorities for there is no authority except from 

God. According to Paul, those authorities that exist have been instituted by God and so ought to 

be obeyed. Thus, leaders are to lead in a selfless manner, while followers are to be docile, 

following willingly. Authorities are seen as divinely appointed and so they are God’s 

representatives. Even Christ acknowledged the authority of Pilate as coming from above (John 

19:11). He said to Pilate: You would have no power over me, had it not been given you from 

above. If leaders are divinely appointed and they represent God, they should be obeyed for the 

smooth running of the Church and state. 

Application 

Looking at the qualities of a leader discussed above, one can see that leadership here in Nigeria 

leaves much to be desired. Take the issue of hospitality, a leader is supposed to be hospitable, 

providing accommodation and other necessities of life for those under him as well as for 

strangers. In Matt 25:40 Christ says: Whatsoever, you do to the least of these who are members 

of my family, you did it to me. Pastoral letters have a lot to teach about leadership. Paul advises 

Timothy to be hospitable (1 Tim 3:2). He give the same advice to Titus (Tit 1:8). Peter says: 

Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling (1 Pet 4:9). Many people are aware of what 

happened during El Rufai’s regime when a lot of people lost their homes, shops and offices, 

without any compensation from the government. It is true that some of these were illegally 

constructed but that still does not justify government action of bulldozing the homes of its 

citizens and rendering a lot of them homeless. Many of them became like wandering Aramaens, 
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since they wandered from place to place in search of food, shelter and clothing. Even if the 

people did not have food, shelter and clothing, the government ought to have provided these for 

them; however, they had, but government came and destroyed them. What an irony! What an 

absurdity!  

We can take a glance at another quality of a leader. He must not be a man of violence, someone 

who is quick-tempered. He should not be a striker. Jesus was struck violently by a police 

standing nearby while he was being interrogated before Pilate (John 18:22). Jesus displayed 

meekness when he met violence. When his disciples saw the soldiers approaching, they asked 

him: Should we strike, one of them actually struck the slave of the high priest cutting off his 

right ear. But Jesus said: No more of this! And he touched his ear and healed him (Luke 22:49-

50). I recall in 1998 when John Paul II was to visit Nigeria, one woman gave testimony that she 

prayed fasted and did novena for 9 days in order to be able to catch a glimpse of the Holy Father. 

She came to Orba many days before the arrival of the Pope and she tried to sit at a very strategic 

place so that there was no way she would miss casting at least a glance at the Holy Father. As 

soon as the Pope landed, there was a mad rush. Some were struggling for a handshake, some to 

touch his clothes and others just to see him. The woman joined in the rush and in the midst of it 

all, she fell helplessly on the ground. As the Pope noticed her lying on the ground with people 

trampling on her, he went straight and lifted her up and gave her a kiss on the right and on the 

left cheeks and the woman took a deep breath. It was like: O, this is good! What a happy fall! I 

never expected what I got. I was only asking for a glance and I got embraces. What a great 

blessing! A few years afterwards Obasanjo was visiting Abia State and when he arrived, there 

was a mad rush from everywhere and the security men were using koboko to keep people away 

from him. Obasanjo collected koboko from the security men and began to flog the people, since 

the security men were being overpowered by the pulling crowd and the police were not flogging 

hard enough. What a contrast! The difference was Seven-Up. A leader should not be a striker, he 

should not be violent, he should not be quick-tempered. 

A leader should not be vulgar rather he should be gentle. A musician, Idris Abdul Karim once 

sang a piece in which he was trying to depict the lack of order in the country. He titled the music 

African China. The expression this musician used was Nigeria yaga yaga. Obasanjo banned the 

music, and responding to this musician spoke in the following words: Who say Nigeria yaga 

yaga, na im papa yaga yaga, na im mama yaga yaga. 

It is equally said that a leader should not be greedy for money. In Acts 8,18 Simon offered 

money to the apostles so that the apostles would confer the power to lay hands on Simon. But 

Peter’s response was: May your silver perish with you. Paul makes it clear that he is not working 

for money but his effort is to offer the Good News freely as he has received it freely (Matt 10:8; 

Acts 20:33). When it comes to our country, the question is, is there any of our leaders who is not 

greedy for money? In our country $628 million was spent on renovating one house. $5.2 billion 

was earmarked for rural electrification project and the money disappeared; and yet not one pole 

was standing, not a cable was raised. Spending heavily to get an elected position warrants 

recouping the losses incurred during the campaigns. People divert public fund and property to 

their private use. Bribery is knicknamed lobbying. Mr Vincent Ogbulafor has just been accused 

of diverting 2:3 billion naira illegally. Such terrible greed for money makes the image of our 

nation an apology to the comity of nations. This is equally found among many Church leaders 

today. 
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Paul exhorts the led to pray for their leaders, how many people practise this injunction of Paul? 

He highlights the importance of subjecting oneself to the legitimate authority. How many are 

able to do this? 

Conclusion 

The paper has analysed exegetically the chosen text and applied it to the Nigerian situation, 

indicating that we have a long way to go as far as good leadership as well as good followership 

are concerned. This is true not only in the state but also in the Church. Often times we hear the 

slogan, the problem with Nigeria is good leadership. It is not only good leadership but equally 

good followership. 


