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Getting the Most


Out of 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus




“The mystical core of Christ’s teaching has been obscured by centuries of dogma,” a young woman teaches a group of seekers. In lecture one, she will focus on how the world is hurting and needs Christ’s message. In lecture two, she will teach Hindu concepts using Christian terms. In lecture three, she will introduce her local cult group as a way to seek mystical truth.


Cults using gospel language and claiming Jesus also thrived in Ephesus. They threatened the church enough that Paul assigned Timothy to deal with them.


Dominating the economy of Ephesus was the Temple of Artemis, “goddess of the Ephesians.” It was regarded as one of the “seven wonders of the ancient world.” A huge structure of solid marble, it was the largest temple in the world outside of Egypt and the biggest bank east of Rome. You can read in Acts 19 about the riot Paul’s preaching triggered among the guilds that depended on temple business. Artemis herself was a thirty-seven-breasted fertility goddess who stood for bringing prosperity out of constant change.


And change there was.


Various cultures mixed and clashed in Ephesus. Its heritage was Greek, but the Romans were pushing in, vying for dominance. A large Jewish community took root, as well as smaller communities of many ethnic groups.


Sport was big. The Greeks had two gymnasia built for athletic contests, while the Romans built a stadium for gladiator combat. By the mid-second century, the Roman approach of spectacular violence won the day over the Greek ideal of simple competition.


City culture was sexualized. Art depicting various sex acts adorned the garden walls of the large villas. Bestiality and homosexuality were common. The Romans built baths—a kind of ancient country club where the upperclass members of both sexes went nude. Prostitution, divorce, multiple marriages, abandoned children and neglect of the elderly were common. Religious opinion ranged from advocating deviant sex to shunning sex totally.


A confusing mix of religions existed in the shadow of the dominant Artemis. The large Jewish community coexisted with it. Smaller ethnic groups had their own religions but didn’t seek prominence. The Romans argued the case to rename Artemis as Diana, while thinking Greeks argued over mystical experiences and whether the names of gods were just diverse labels for the “One Prime Mover.”


Although Artemis ruled in the public square, magic influenced the personal lives of most people and invaded all of the formal religions. A striking example is the account in Acts 19:13-17, which involved even the family of the Jewish high priest. In magic the Ephesian spirit of deal making was applied to spirituality. Ephesian magic became famous throughout the Roman world.




Background of 1 Timothy


Paul, for his part, saw Ephesus as a great place to preach the gospel. He began with preaching to his fellow Jews on his second missionary journey. On his third journey, he invested two solid years evangelizing and developing Christian leaders. Christian faith became so popular that the magic trade and temple business fell sharply.


Paul’s farewell message (Acts 20), however, shows that he was bracing for a spiritual counterattack on the Christian community. He predicted even some of his converts would set themselves up as Christian “gurus” and carve out followings around their own blend of Scripture, the gospel and mystical teachings. The issue Paul saw as crucial was spiritual authority: When should we accept spiritual teachings? When should we reject them? How do we know if Christian teachers are trustworthy? This, in fact, was just the situation when Paul wrote his first letter to Timothy.


Paul had turned over the leadership of the church in Ephesus, the most strategic in Asia Minor, to Timothy, a bright, sensitive associate. Timothy was about forty years old at that time, which was considered young for such leadership. False teaching was coming from people within the church. Since some of these people were leaders (see Acts 20:20), Paul could not write to the church at Ephesus directly, but instead went through Timothy in whom he had confidence.


Timothy’s mission was to deal with false teaching, and it seems he was a capable teacher.


From references in 1 and 2 Corinthians, Acts and the letters to Timothy, we know Timothy was a committed but very human person with some insecurities. Hebrews 13:23 shows that he spent some time in prison for his faith. We don’t know what finally happened to Timothy, but we do know that John became the leader of the church not too long after these letters were written.


In these letters we can see Paul coaching the younger leader. In the process he raises issues which bear on us all—leaders or not.







Background of 2 Timothy


2 Timothy is Paul’s last letter. He is in prison in Rome again, under Nero. He is an older man and does not expect to get out but to die in prison (contrast with Philippians 1:23-25).


Opposition to Paul both inside and outside the church had intensified. Many former associates had deserted him. His loneliness and desire to see Timothy come through clearly in his letter. Further, Nero’s persecution was underway, and many Christians were facing the choice of suffering or leaving the faith. Much of what he built was at risk. When Paul’s personal resources were at their lowest, he faced the greatest test. In this context he reflects on his own life and gives his final counsel.


This letter has fantastic value for us. It gives us insight into facing persecution and supporting others who are persecuted. It also shows both how to give away leadership and how to assume it at the right time. Finally, it provides encouragement to us in facing our own death.







Background of Titus


Titus was no stranger to conflict. He was a long-term companion of Paul who was a valuable aid in two of Paul’s greatest crises.


Titus first appears in the New Testament in Galatians 2:1, in which Paul says he took Titus along on his trip to Jerusalem with Barnabas. Titus was a Gentile, and the issue at hand was whether Gentiles should have to comply with Jewish ceremonial rites (circumcision, diet restrictions and so on) in order to be full members of the Christian community. With the young Paul at one side and Barnabas at the other, he was essentially “tried” (and acquitted) by the leaders in Jerusalem.


Titus appears again in the middle of Paul’s struggle with the church at Corinth. In that deeply divided church, he represented Paul. He had the unwelcome job of delivering what we call the “severe letter,” which Paul refers to in 2 Corinthians 2:1-4 and 7:5-13, and then staying there for about a year. Then he delivered the letter we now call 2 Corinthians, in which Paul takes on his critics and calls the church to honor an unfulfilled financial pledge.


Titus was in Crete at the time Paul wrote him. Crete itself was a seaport, a sleazy port of call for cargo ships traversing the Mediterranean. It had been socially backward for fourteen hundred years when the Minoan civilization was destroyed by a devastating earthquake. We do not know exactly when Titus went with Paul to Crete, but one possible scenario places it after Paul’s release from his first imprisonment in Rome.


Paul had preached in Crete and was giving Titus the job of following through with developing a healthy church. This letter was sent while he was in the midst of his task and reviews his assignment. It shows Titus as a forceful personality and skilled administrator. It seems he was made of tougher stuff than Timothy, but his assignments were shorter term. By the time Paul had written 2 Timothy, the job in Crete was done, and Titus had been sent on to Dalmatia (on the coast of modern Croatia).




This letter gives us two very valuable things: (1) a showcase of Paul’s strategy for leadership in the midst of chaos: Timothy was given a long-term assignment in an established church; Titus was sent to follow up an evangelistic movement and give the Christian body some coherence; (2) a model of hope in the face of a very messy situation: Paul’s confidence in the power of the gospel shines throughout the letter. (Gordon Fee, “Issues in Evangelical Hermeneutics,” Crux 26, no. 4 [December 1990])










Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. If you are studying a book, it will be helpful to read through the entire book prior to the first study. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.







Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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