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The question of the marital status of those in pastoral ministry is a question that has seen widely
divergent answers held with extreme vigour across all spectrums of Christianity throughout its history.
From the long history of demanding the celibacy of priests and monks, to the common view that divorce
of any kind disqualified one permanently from ministry, to the position that a man must be married with
children in order to qualify for a position of leadership in the church, views have been varied, and strongly
held. 

Naturally, when one turns to questions about church leaders, the whole church finds interest, and in many
circles, the church finds reason to raise a higher standard for leaders than they would raise for themselves.
I don't intend to solve all the controversies here. And I certainly can't speak definitely to questions that
have long been such a source of disagreement in the church. Humility is required when treading on such
ground. But I would like to address one aspect of the question that is sometimes brought up, that I think
we can speak to with more confidence. That is the question, "Must a pastor be married to qualify to serve
as a leader in the church?" 

But let me share a few presuppositions that I hold first. I presume the authority of the
Protestant Scriptures as an inspired and infallible word from God. And I also presume rather than defend
here the suggestion that in the NT the words, "Elder," "Bishop," and "Pastor" all refer to the same role (the
word "office" may be too strong in terms of the NT data itself, but it is common enough that I will
probably use it here.) I further presume that Paul actually wrote I Timothy, II Timothy, and Titus (often
called "The Pastoral Epistles" or the PE for short), even though I recognize that there is much debate on
this point. Finally, I presume the basic historical background to the PE that is presented by Gordon Fee
and expanded on by William Mounce, which doesn't see the history of the letters as contradictory to the
history of Acts, and doesn't try to squeeze them into the framework in Acts, but posits that Paul was
released from his first Roman imprisonment and that the PE describe events that occurred after the book
of Acts closes. 

Defending each of these propositions would take numerous other blog posts, so I simply presume them
here. 

Must A Pastor Be Married?
The question I take up here is, "must a pastor be married?" This question is typically the result of one
interpretation of an important phrase in Paul's "qualifications for elders" in I Timothy and Titus. The phrase
is, "The husband of one wife," which some take to mean, "A pastor must be married to serve as a pastor."
But is that what the phrase itself means, in its contexts?

"The Husband Of One Wife" Does Not = "Must Be Married"
Paul spells out what many have called "qualifications for pastors" in both his first letter to Timothy (I Tim.
3:1-7) and his letter to Titus (Titus 1:5-9). In both lists of qualifications he includes the requirement that a
pastor be "the husband of one wife" (I Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:6). What exactly does this phrase mean? William
Mounce explains;

This phrase is one of the most difficult phrases in the PE, and yet it is one of the most significant
because the opponents have forbidden marriage (1 Tim 4:3; cf. 2:15) and sexual promiscuity is a
serious problem (see on 2 Tim 3:6). That it is first on the list after ἀνεπίλημπτον, as it is in Titus 1:6
(after ἀνέγκλητος, “beyond reproach”), suggests that marital faithfulness is a serious problem in the
Ephesian church. Paul repeats this same qualification in Titus 1:6 and in 1 Tim 3:12 (to deacons). The
emphasis is on the word μία, “one.” There are four basic interpretations.
 Mounce, W. D. (2000). Pastoral Epistles (Vol. 46, p. 170).

He then goes on to list the four (really, five) different ways the phrase has been interpreted throughout
Church history. To summarize his longer explanation, the phrase has been taken to mean that a pastor; 

1. Must be married 
2. Must not have multiple wives at once (i.e., must not be a polygamist)
3. Must be faithful to his current wife
4. Must have been married only once, except in the case of a previous wife dying and releasing him to

marry another
5. Must never have been divorced

(I provide Mounce's Comments on I Tim. 3:2b at length here, with some of the lengthy references to
sources removed, and reformatted for clarity);

There are four basic interpretations. Proponents of each interpretation often claim that their reading
of the text relates specifically to the Ephesian heresy. But since this argument can be applied to three
of the four interpretations (i.e., not the first), it carries no weight. It is also often said that the
awkwardness of the expression argues against a specific interpretation, but that argument can be
applied to all interpretations. Paul could have said clearly (1) “Must be married,” (2) “Not
polygamous,” (3) “Faithful to his wife,” or (4) “Not remarried/divorced.”

(1) The interpretation that the phrase means that an overseer must be married should be rejected
(contra the Eastern Orthodox practice). This sees ἀνήρ and γυνή as “husband” and “wife,” not “man”
and “woman.” The counterarguments are as follows: 

(a) the emphasis of the phrase is on the word μία, “one,” and not on the marital state; 
(b) Paul and Timothy would not be eligible to be overseers; 
(c) it runs counter to Paul’s teaching that being single is a better state for church workers (if they
have the gift; 1 Cor 7:17, 25–38); 
(d) this line of reasoning, to be consistent, would have to argue that the overseer is required to
have more than one child since τέκνα, “children” (v 4) is plural; and 
(e) most adult men were married so it would have been a moot point.

(2) The interpretation that this verse forbids polygamy and keeping concubines is stronger than might
be expected from its nearly universal rejection...

(3) Others argue that the phrase means an overseer must be faithful to his wife... even if he was
previously divorced.... Scott paraphrases, “A bishop must be an example of strict morality” (31).
Oberlinner goes a little further by defining it as a “good marriage” that will serve as an example (121).
This would allow for the possibility of an overseer being remarried after a death, divorce, or possibly
adultery in the distant past but would disallow polygamy and sexual immorality (even if the overseer
were not married, since the guidelines would be no less stringent for the unmarried than the married).
Marital faithfulness also has the advantage of being a positive way of stating the requirement (as
opposed to the negative, not divorced/remarried) that parallels the rest of the positive statements in
the verse. The real question is if the Greek can possibly give this meaning. Kelly says that it “squeezes
more out of the Greek than it will bear” (75; cf. Bernard, 53). However, the phrase is unusual, and the
Greek has to be “squeezed” to illicit any meaning. Fee interprets the phrase in terms of fidelity, but
when the same phrase (in reverse) is applied to widows (1 Tim 5:9) he thinks that it means not only
fidelity but also excludes a second marriage (80). Saucy (BSac 131 [1974] 229–40) and Knight (159)
refine this interpretation by saying that it refers to fidelity since the time of conversion.

(4) The final interpretation, which does give full emphasis to the word... “one,” is that an overseer can
only have been married once. This was the position of the early church (see discussion in Dodd, BT 28
[1977] 112–16)...

This interpretation can be subdivided into two views. Some argue that the phrase prohibits a second
marriage for an overseer under any condition, whether the first marriage ended by death or divorce....
Others argue that it prohibits a second marriage only if the first ended in divorce... The interpretation
here appears to be governed by the exegete’s overall view of the early Christian teaching on
remarriage (cf. Matt 19:9; Rom 7:1–3; 1 Cor 7:15, 39); there is nothing in our passage that suggests or
supports either position. Quinn relies heavily on the Qumran practice of five-year marriages and then
a forced separation, and says that the passage speaks of the person “now separated from his spouse,
who has not remarried” (86). He follows de la Potterie...in asserting that the marriage “is a visible
expression of the relation of Christ to his church” (87) and therefore a candidate for church leadership
could not break the imagery by remarrying. For further discussion on this passage, see Saucy (BSac 131
[1974] 229–40).

The major problem with this interpretation is that elsewhere Paul allows (1 Cor 7) and even
encourages (1 Tim 5:14) remarriage. The latter reference (applied to “younger widows”) is in the
context of Paul’s instructions to widows where earlier Paul says that a widow may be enrolled if she
has been a... " ‘one-man’ woman” (1 Tim 5:9), the exact phrase applied to overseers and deacons but
reversed in gender. Because the phrases are so unusual, we expect them to have the same meaning. It
seems doubtful that Paul would encourage the remarriage of “younger widows” if this meant that they
could never later be enrolled if they were again widowed. For such widows, it could be presumed that
remarriage would not be inconsistent with being a “one-man” woman, and hence the phrase in 1 Tim
5:9 would not be a call for a single marriage. The other interpretive key seems to be the unusualness
of the phrase. The translation “one-woman man” maintains the emphasis on “one” and carries over
what seems to be Paul’s emphasis on faithfulness. The quotation marks highlight the unusualness of
the phrase, but the expression is not to be understood as a twentieth-century idiom.
 - William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, Word Biblical Commentary, (Dallas: Word, Incorporated,
2000), 46:170–173.

 
To summarize that longer explanation, the phrase, "Husband of one wife" most likely does not mean, "must
be married." Of all of the proposed five interpretations, this one is perhaps the least likely, and hardest to
defend. Three other things are worth noting about the lists of pastoral "qualifications" in the PE;

1. They are all specifically aimed at the false teachers in Ephesus as an ad hoc attack, and should not
thus be overinterpreted.
2. None are specifically Christian, and they mirror similar lists of basic morality from the larger Greco-
Roman world of the time. Paul’s point is that basic socially presumed standards of morality must be
upheld by elders. Elders don’t “get a pass” on such basic issues.
3. With the possible exception of the one disputed phrase, none are binary, black and white “this or
that” qualifications, which is a strong argument for “husband of one wife” (literally, “a one woman
man”) meaning basically “a one-women kind of guy.”

Mounce lists five reasons (above) for rejecting the "must be married" interpretation of the phrase in
particular, which I expand here and add to;

1. The emphasis of the phrase is clearly on the word "one" not the word "husband." This view would
make the word "one," instead of the main point, an entirely superfluous addition. 

2. Paul and Timothy themselves would be disqualified from being a Bishop. While it is true (as
Mounce argues earlier) that they likely didn't hold the exact positions of Bishop (Paul was an
Apostle, and Timothy something more like an Apostolic delegate), it is extremely unlikely that
Paul would be setting up qualifications he and Timothy would not themselves have met. This is
especially so given the situation with the false teachers in Ephesus, against whom every word of
these lists are aimed. Paul's argument largely is to say that Timothy is qualified where they are
not. Such a qualification as this view sets up would work against the entire point of the letter to
vindicate Timothy and his authority.

3. It is simply the opposite of what Paul claims about the value of singlehood for ministry
elsewhere. (See 1 Cor 7:17, 25–38 and below).

4. If we are to treat the instructions this way, they also demand that a bishop must have multiple
living children, an incredibly unlikely thing to require (notice that Paul speaks in the plural of the
bishop's children). Charles Spurgeon for example had only one child. On such a reading we
should wish he had never gone into ministry! [Edit: a friend informed me that while they are
sure there as only one pregnancy, it was possibly twins. I'll double check that when able. In any
case, many great pastors in history have had only one or no children.]

5. In the culture Paul was writing into, almost all adult men would have been married already. The
Christian dignity given to singlehood by Jesus had worked against the grain of the culture. Paul
would be arguing a moot point here, and one that worked against what Jesus had established in
countering his own culture (Matt. 19:12, see below).

6. It would disqualify Jesus himself from being a Bishop. Jesus lived single his entire life on earth.
While one might point out the imagery of the Church as Bride, it is notable that when Paul and
John use this imagery, it presents the marriage as not having happened yet. This kind of literalist
reading of metaphors is a little silly hermeneutically (but not more so that taking reading I Tim.
3:2 as requiring that a Bishop be married), but indulge me for a moment. This means that Jesus
as he was known and lived on earth wasn't qualified. He wasn't good enough. He still isn't, until
the events of Rev. 19-22 come to pass! But who wouldn't take the historical Jesus on staff as a
pastor? (Or the Apostle Paul?) Who would claim that they can say nothing to married families?
(Most of our biblical instruction to the married comes from them). Even the Biblical writers refer
to Jesus as already, "the Bishop" (I Pet. 2:25), and he is consistently declared to be the true head
of the church under which all earthy pastors serve as only "under-shepherds."

7. It is instructive also to note as Mounce does the use of the same phrase (reversed in gender) in I
Tim. 5:9 in relation to widows, ("having been the wife of one husband"). If we were to render that
phrase, "having been married" (which this interpretation requires) then the qualification
becomes utter nonsense in 5:9, since every widow had by definition of necessity already been
married. 

8. It is also worth noting that if one takes the phrase to mean "not divorced" (which I don't; I think
Mounce's 3rd option makes best sense exegetically), then it can't also mean "must be married."

Why The "Pastors Must Be Married" Notion Prevails In America
All of this leads us to conclude that I Tim. 3:2b simply does not require a pastor to be married. This notion,
when it reappears today, likely has a source in another element of current North American culture. Sam
Allberry (himself a single pastor in the UK) points out in his forthcoming book (excerpt here, pre-order the
book here) that this is largely a US phenomenon. A North American Pastor called him (in the UK!) to find
a single pastor's perspective, because this is such a rare species in the US. He lists four reasons why this
mistaken notion has become popular in the US. Two are worth noting here. 

The first is that pastors must be married to have the
experience to minister to married couples. But this
does not follow;

Yes, a married man will have much experience
that will inform and aid his ability to minister to
married church members, but that experience
will be limited – his experience of married life
will be very different to that of a great many of
his church. It is not ultimately our personal
experience that qualifies us to teach into a given
situation (though it can undoubtedly help); it is
our handling of the Word of God. It is not, after
all, our wisdom that we are seeking to share, but
God’s. Similarly, our experience of parenting may
provide some additional first-hand insight into
how to teach, but it will not be determinative.
No pastor has experience of every aspect of life
on which he will be required to teach.
- Sam Allberry

Just think through what that standard would mean in other areas. He is pointing out that assumptions
about how experience is a prerequisite have too often been used to discriminate against single pastors.
“They haven’t been married, so they couldn’t pastor married people.” Etc. But this is a ridiculous standard.
Is your married pastor who had not been widowed thus unable to care for the widowed of the flock? Is
your faithful pastor who has never been divorced thus unable to pastor the many (maybe half or so!)
divorced couples of the church because he has not been through that pain? If all his children are healthy,
does that mean he is incompetent to pastor a family containing a child with special disabilities? And so
on. 

The experience that matters to the pastorate is not that he has lived this corner of life or that one before
pastoring, but that he has experienced God and the text of Scripture. His experience with Scripture is what
he brings to the pulpit as he shares its words, not his experience in each and every mode of life.

"It is not ultimately our personal experience that qualifies us to teach

into a given situation (though it can undoubtedly help); it is our handling

of the Word of God."

- Sam Allberry
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Second, Allberry notes what is probably the more common root of this mistaken notion; 

"But perhaps the most significant reason churches prefer married pastors is the suspicion that there
must be something wrong with someone if they’re not married. It is one thing to hire a young pastor
in his 20s who is not yet married (with the assumption that it won’t be long before he is); it is quite
another to hire one who is, say, over 35 and still not married. In much of our evangelical culture, that
strikes many people as being not just unusual, but weird, and maybe even a little suspicious. 

This gets to the heart of what is often the real issue when we think about pastors being married: we
see marriage as a sign of having come of age spiritually. It is a form of graduation from a more
elementary form of Christianity to a more mature form. It is (we so easily assume) a sign that
someone has started to take proper responsibility in life. This is not to deny that there may be many
in our churches that are deliberately avoiding marriage out of some form of laziness or fear of
commitment. But it is to deny that this is the only reason someone might remain single long-term.
(And it is worth saying that I know men who have married out of a form of laziness and a fear of
commitment, thinking that a wife will take care of them and facilitate a lifestyle of ongoing
adolescence.)

Our problem is not actually with single pastors. Our problem is with singleness itself, which I would
suggest is itself a sign we’ve not paid close enough attention to what the New Testament has to say
on the matter."
- Sam Allberry

Discrimination Against Singles
The Church today in North America desperately lacks a solid biblical theology of singleness, and as a result
often discriminates in painful ways against single men and women. In a sermon that Sam Storms preached
on singlehood which I would beg every married couple in every church to watch (access here or below),
Sam explained that discrimination comes against single men and women today, not only in the world at
large, but often especially in Christian ministry. Yet  this is contrary to the message and teaching of Jesus.

Jesus On The Dignity Of Singles
In the culture in which Jesus lived, there was a stigma placed on single hood. Yet Jesus dignified singles,
especially those who specifically chose single life to more effectively serve Jesus. 

10 The disciples said to him, “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to marry.”
11 But he said to them, “Not everyone can receive this saying, but only those to whom it is given.
12 For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made
eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the
kingdom of heaven. Let the one who is able to receive this receive it.”
- Mt 19:10–12 ESV

That Jesus is addressing more than just physical eunuchs is clear when he refers to those who "made
themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven." Jesus certainly didn't endorse self-castration. He is talking
rather about the choice to endure the sufferings and pain of single hood in order to further the kingdom
of God. His use of the word "eunuch" is meant to capture the social stigma that all forms of singles (those
with physical reasons that require singleness; those who have endured abuse forcing them to be single,
and those who have chosen the single life for God) he address might feel in that culture. As France notes;

"To us the use of “eunuch” language seems unhelpfully extreme when talking about those who could
marry but choose not to do so, and the fivefold repetition of the word (the noun “eunuch” three times
and the verb “to make a eunuch” twice) within this one verse makes it the more uncomfortable. But
the word would have been no less offensive in first-century Jewish culture, in which eunuchs were the
object of pity if not of horror (see below). The choice of this striking metaphor perhaps reflects a
culture where marriage and the procreation of children was so much taken for granted as the norm
that strong language is needed to question that assumption. The “abnormality” in that culture of a
man’s not being married meant that there was little room in popular thinking for a middle way
between marriage and being a eunuch. Jesus’ saying is framed against that black-and-white
background."
- R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, The New International Commentary on the New Testament,
(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publication Co., 2007), 724.

Craig Keener likewise explains that "A metaphor of such shame and sacrifice testifies to the value of the
kingdom of God for which anyone would pay such a price" (Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of Matthew: A
Socio-Rhetorical Commentary, pg. 472). The shocking language can still speak to us when we serve in a
culture that denigrates the single Christian life. Craig Blomberg adds perceptively;

"If many Roman Catholics have overly exalted celibacy as an ideal, most Protestants have drastically
undervalued it. Christian singles need much more support from their married friends and their
churches, who must value them as equally significant members of the body of Christ. In a society that
constantly pressures people into hasty marriages, the church desperately needs to encourage all who
sense God leading them to remain single, for however long or short a period of time, to remain
faithful to his guidance."
- Craig Blomberg, Matthew, The New American Commentary, (Nashville: Broadman & Holman
Publishers, 1992), 22:294.

Paul On The Value In Ministry Of Singles
Paul of course went on to say much the same things Jesus did at greater length. To take a few snippets
from his thoughts in the first letter to Corinth;

7 I wish that all were as I myself am. But each has his own gift from God, one of one kind and one of
another. 
8 To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single, as I am.

26 I think that in view of the present distress it is good for a person to remain as he is. 27 Are you
bound to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife. 28 But if you
do marry, you have not sinned, and if a betrothed woman marries, she has not sinned. Yet those who
marry will have worldly troubles, and I would spare you that. 

32 I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord,
how to please the Lord. 33 But the married man is anxious about worldly things, how to please his
wife, 34 and his interests are divided. And the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious about the
things of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit. But the married woman is anxious about worldly
things, how to please her husband. 35 I say this for your own benefit, not to lay any restraint upon
you, but to promote good order and to secure your undivided devotion to the Lord. 

38 So then he who marries his betrothed does well, and he who refrains from marriage will do even
better. 

40 Yet in my judgment she is happier if she remains as she is. And I think that I too have the Spirit of
God. 
- I Cor. 7, ESV

Tom Schreiner reflects on Paul's theology as it comes to intersect with singleness and marriage, and
concludes;

"One of the most surprising elements of Paul’s theology is his view of being single. The typical Jewish
view, informed by Genesis 2:18–25, was that being alone was not good and that living as a single
person was to be avoided...What is remarkable and undeniable in Paul’s theology, given his Jewish
background, is that he thinks singleness is “better” than marriage (1 Cor 7:7–8, 26, 28, 32–35, 37–38,
40). Paul’s verdict seems strange even to many today, and to his Jewish contemporaries it must have
been shocking as well. This is not to say that asceticism did not exist in the ancient world. In fact, in 1
Corinthians 7 Paul responds to Corinthians inclined toward asceticism, and we must take this into
account in assessing Paul’s own view of singleness. To classify Paul as an ascetic is misleading. He
believes that some are gifted by God to live as singles and some to live as married (1 Cor 7:7). Those
who are gifted by God to marry should do so. In fact, even though singleness is “better” and a greater
blessing (makariōtera, 1 Cor 7:40), it is “better” for those with strong sexual desires to get married (1
Cor 7:9, 36)...

Despite the high regard for marriage, however, Paul prizes the single state as the better one and as a
calling that should not be denigrated or forsaken lightly. God has gifted many for singleness as well (1
Cor 7:7). Those who have a firm grip on their own will and are able to resist the power of sexual
desires should stay single (1 Cor 7:37), for to abstain from sexual relations is a good thing (1 Cor 7:1).
This is contrary to some moderns who believe that persons can only be complete if they have sexual
relations and who sometimes suggest that people who refrain from sexual intercourse are abnormal!
Paul does not impose his own distinctive calling on others (1 Cor 7:25), though he insists his words are
inspired by the Spirit of God (1 Cor 7:40)...

When we consider Paul’s estimation of the single state, it is clear that he does not view social relations
according to the standards of the existing society. Singleness is prized because the single person can
live exclusively for the Lord. The single state is not imposed on anyone, but the Jewish expectation of
marriage for all is radically relativized. Marriage is a gift of God, intended for many, probably most. But
many are also called to singleness, for the things of the Lord are the most important; and
relationships, like marriage, though not denigrated, are subordinate to the glory of God, the centrality
of Christ and the spread of the gospel."

- Thomas R. Schreiner, Paul, Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ: A Pauline Theology, (Downers Grove, IL;
Leicester, England: IVP Academic; Apollos, 2006), 414–417.

"The things of the Lord are the most important; and relationships, like

marriage, though not denigrated, are subordinate to the glory of God,

the centrality of Christ and the spread of the gospel."

- Tom Schreiner
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As Schreiner notes, most believers will marry, and will fulfill their calling to God in marriage. Yet we dare
not allow this "normal" circumstance to cause a denigration of those who fulfill their calling to God single.
Men and women who have never married can still be called of God to serve in various ways, and when he
decides he wants them in their fields, we dare not tell him that we think they are not good enough. To be
sure, there are a number of required qualifications for the office of a Bishop/Elder/Past (I take these all as
one role) given to us in the Bible; but being married is not one of them. Paul of course understands that
singles may face extra challenges in a sex-saturated world (I highly recommend resources like "Soul Virgins:
Redefining Single Sexuality" to help singles maintain purity as defined in Scripture rather than culture). But
they also, as he notes, bring unique benefits to the Church. The Church shouldn't shun the gifts they have
to offer as a result of their marital state. They should reach out to fill the gaps in their need for
community, and welcome the unique gifts they can offer to the Body of Christ. 
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