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  R. Kent Hughes:

      To my son William Carey Hughes

        on the occasion of his first pastorate

  Bryan Chapell:

      To my ministry students

        whose zeal for the gospel furthers my own





  By the Holy Spirit who dwells within us, 

    Guard the good deposit entrusted to you.

  2 TIMOTHY 1:14
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  A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

  There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

  There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

  What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

  The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

  The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

  Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

  The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

  R. Kent Hughes

  Wheaton, Illinois






  1 TIMOTHY





  Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope, To Timothy, my true child in the faith: Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord.

  1 TIMOTHY 1:1, 2



  
  
  1

  Greetings to All

  [image: ]

  THERE ARE SUBSTANTIAL reasons to be energized by the prospect of studying the Pastoral Letters of St. Paul.

  I am filled with pleasant anticipation by the purpose of 1 Timothy as it is variously stated by the apostle. The overarching purpose of the book is to teach the proper ordering and conduct of the church, as Paul so clearly states it to Timothy: “I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, 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 the truth” (3:14, 15).

  Paul had communicated the essentials of church conduct during his earlier long ministry in Ephesus, but recent events had apparently necessitated his spelling it out again in a letter to Timothy, to whom Paul had charged the care of the churches there. And in respect to Timothy, Paul’s instructions about church operations were meant to help him to “hang in there”—“This charge I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, that by them you may wage the good warfare, holding faith and a good conscience” (1:18, 19). So the letter of 1 Timothy provides the exhilarating essentials to both leader and congregation as to how they must conduct themselves to the glory of God. This is cause for marked enthusiasm in our day, when there is so much confusion about what the church ought to be like.

  I am also enthusiastic because the teaching of 1 Timothy (and all the Pastorals) about church order and conduct came through special revelation from Christ to St. Paul, as is implicit in the stated purpose of this letter, as we will see.

  To begin with, when Paul earlier wrote to the Galatians he made it very clear that the gospel had come to him by special personal revelation from Christ himself—“For I would have you know, brothers, that the gospel that was preached by me is not man’s gospel. For I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:11, 12). Thus we understand that the knowledge of the gospel was not mediated to Paul through any other human being. It came straight from the lips of Christ. The gospel theology that he inscripturated in his writings first came from Christ. Most believe this happened during Paul’s three-year sojourn in Arabia (cf. Galatians 1:13–18).

  Along with “the gospel,” Paul received knowledge of what he called “the mystery,” which he referred to as “the mystery . . . made known to me by revelation” (Ephesians 3:3). Evidently Paul was given knowledge of “the mystery” in the same direct manner that “the gospel” had been given to him—straight from Christ.

  In the book of Ephesians, which deals so much with “the mystery,” Paul indicates that it is revealed in the coming together and ordering of three pairs of relationships: 1) heaven and earth, 1:9, 10; 2) Jew and Gentile, 2:11—3:6; and 3) husband and wife, 5:31, 32. All three relationships are joined and ordered under the headship of Christ. And all three (heaven/earth, Jew/Gentile, husband/wife) are joined into one by and through Christ. Each pair reveals a different aspect of the wondrous mystery of Christ’s work.1

  Understanding from Ephesians something of the dynamic union and ordering that comes from the mystery of Christ, the purpose of 1 Timothy (which has to do with church order and conduct) takes on additional importance—because the practical ordering of the church has everything to do with the revelation of the mystery of Christ to the world. We know this because the word mystery was in Paul’s thinking when he declared the purpose of 1 Timothy. Listen closely to the purpose of 1 Timothy again: “I am writing these things to you so that, 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 the truth. Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness” (3:14–16a).

  Paul then quotes an excerpt from a creedal hymn about Christ’s incarnation. Because the mystery of Christ’s incarnation made possible the gospel and the mystery of Christ and the church, the hymn sings of the wondrous reality of the incarnation: “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” (v. 16). And now, with Christ ascended, the church (his Body) proclaims the mystery by the way it lives on earth.2

  The details of proper church life are therefore part of “the plan of the mystery” revealed to Paul directly from Christ, as that apostle explained in Ephesians where he talks about the union of Jew and Gentile:

  
  
  To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things, so that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was according to the eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord. (3:8–11)

  

  
  First Timothy is a letter on order in the church and how it ought to live so as to reveal that “mystery.” God tells us in 1 Timothy how the church must look and act if it is to glorify him. It has everything to do with the gospel and the declaration of the revealed mystery. Thus we have in 1 Timothy one of the grand treasures of the church—given directly from Christ to Paul for us. It is of immense value. The final paragraph of 1 Timothy begins with this charge: “O Timothy, guard the deposit entrusted to you” (6:20)—(that is, “guard the deposit, the revelation, I have given to you”). And Paul goes on to include in the opening paragraphs of 2 Timothy a further charge: “By the Holy Spirit who dwells within us, guard the good deposit entrusted to you” (1:14). This is our happy charge today, and it is grounds for expectant enthusiasm.

  First Timothy is incredibly relevant. Philip H. Towner addresses the question of the relevance of the Pastorals, saying:

  
  
  What do these three letters have to do with our present situation? Consider the agendas for Christian action and evangelical response being set in many quarters of the church today. At the forefront are a number of very pressing items: the church’s role in a changing society, the church’s responsibility to the poor and the disfranchised, the Christian message among competing messages, the secularization of Christianity, church and state. Consider some of the perennial issues: a Christian attitude to wealth and materialism, the church’s response to the cults, spiritual lifestyle, leadership and authority, the role of women, discipline in the church. Finally, consider some of the items on our personal agendas: the true meaning of godliness, faithfulness to the gospel, suffering and life in the Spirit, responsibility to those in authority, the importance of Christian witness. For the church that seeks to understand its role in a complex world and for the individual Christian “who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim 3:12) today, the Pastoral epistles make very relevant reading.3

  

  
  Indeed they do.

  Paul provides a Biblical worldview for today’s culture-bound church. The Pastorals are shocking and disjunctive. There is nothing bourgeois about the Pastorals, as some critics have argued. They are not a tract about middle-class ethics.4 Certainly they do call the church to a respectable lifestyle, but it is radically respectable, and radically ordered by the most radical of all persons—Christ himself! The Pastorals are also bracing. The church that will ride the high seas of the third millennium will be the one that is Biblically defined—by the Pastorals.

  The Pastorals are also saving. We will see that Paul tells Timothy in the middle of the first letter, “Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers” (4:16). That is what I hope for myself and you—to be saved as we study this book. Not saved and re-saved (as in reborn again and again), but saved certainly and securely, and therefore saved from our selfishness and from our carelessness, and then saved and saved and saved and saved from our sins as we give closer attention to our doctrine and way of life.

  
  Greetings (vv. 1, 2)

  With the purpose of 1 Timothy in mind (the proper order and conduct of the church), let us turn to Paul’s carefully phrased greetings to Timothy, which are meant to hearten him in his daunting leadership role.

  Paul. Paul’s opening self-designation—“Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope” (v. 1)—is boldly significant because this is the only greeting where he claims that his apostolic position was due to divine command. Here the word is freighted with the nuance of a royal order.5 Paul regards himself as sovereignly dispatched by the Holy Trinity, as seen by his naming the first two members. His intention here is to convey to embattled Timothy (and perhaps even more to the elders of the church) that his teaching was authoritative.

  Paul’s indication that his “command,” his commission, came from “God our Savior and . . . Christ Jesus our hope” was both emotive and heartening. The phrase “God our Savior” is deeply rooted in the Old Testament and was common in Jewish devotional language, which repeatedly recalled his acts of salvation.6 Thus the Virgin Mary naturally used it in the Magnificat: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (Luke 1:46, 47). Paul was implicitly saying, “Timothy—and whoever else reads this—what I am going to tell you comes from our Savior God, who backs up what he commands. Take heart!” The additional phrase “and of Christ Jesus our hope” makes it even more encouraging, because hope in the New Testament means certain hope, fully confident expectation of an as yet unrealized fulfillment.7

  So from the onset Paul’s letter to Timothy was pure offense—confident, authoritative, and encouraging. “Chin up, Timothy! Chin up, all who love the church and desire to see her sail as she should despite rough waters.”

  Timothy. Paul’s heartening introduction was matched by his tender address to Timothy: “To Timothy, my true child in the faith” (v. 2a). Timothy came from a mixed (Jew/Gentile) marriage. His godly mother Eunice was Jewish and his pagan father a Greek. They lived in the pagan town of Lystra (cf. Acts 16:1; 2 Timothy 1:5). Most think that Timothy was converted while a boy during Paul’s first missionary journey, when the apostle was almost stoned to death in Lystra (Acts 14:8–23; cf. 2 Timothy 3:11).

  Paul was delighted with young Timothy and added him to his entourage, possibly as a replacement for John Mark. It was a good choice, apparently confirmed through prophetic utterances by Paul’s associates. Timothy was gifted for ministry through the laying on of hands (1 Timothy 1:18; 4:14) and was circumcised, so as not to hinder ministry among Jews, thus becoming a lifelong member of the missionary task force.

  When this first letter was written to him, he was still young because Paul advised him, “Let no one despise you for your youth” (4:12), and in 2 Timothy he warned him, “Flee youthful passions” (2:22). John Stott calculates that he was in his mid-thirties.8 Not only was Timothy young, he was also timid. So Paul says to him, “For God gave us a spirit not of fear” (2 Timothy 1:7). Earlier he had encouraged the Corinthians, “When Timothy comes, see that you put him at ease among you, for he is doing the work of the Lord, as I am” (1 Corinthians 16:10). “Timid Timothy” needed encouragement.

  Timothy also appears to have had a fragile constitution and nagging stomach problems, for which Paul advised, “No longer drink only water, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments” (1 Timothy 5:23). So we conclude that Timothy, by nature, was not a missionary commando—a C. T. Studd or a “Dr. Livingston, I presume.” And this is probably why we find him so endearing. He is one of us. He does not intimidate anyone. He is so un-Paul!

  Yet Paul loved him affectionately. The appellation “Timothy, my true child in the faith” appears to contain a double balm, gently assuaging the fact that Timothy was regarded as illegitimate by Jewish law, while also affirming the spiritual legitimacy of Timothy’s own faith—“my true child in the faith.” The church was meant to recognize in Paul’s affection the stamp of approval, particularly in light of the difficulties Timothy was facing. Paul’s other letters also reflect the beautiful depth of his affection for his shy, sometimes frail disciple. To the Corinthians he wrote, “I sent you Timothy, my beloved and faithful child in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 4:17). And to the Philippians he said of Timothy, “As a son with his father he has served with me in the gospel” (Philippians 2:22). And to Timothy himself he would poignantly write at the beginning of his next letter, “As I remember your tears, I long to see you, that I may be filled with joy” (1:4). How heartening Paul’s words were to his reluctant successor.

  And Timothy did well. We do not know exactly how it all worked out in Ephesus, but we can be sure he faithfully carried out his duties. We know he was Paul’s faithful cohort to the end, through thick and thin. We also know that Timothy himself became a prisoner for a time (cf. Hebrews 13:23). And we know he was mightily used by God. Oswald Chambers could well have had Timothy in mind when he wrote:

  
  
  God can achieve his purpose either through the absence of human power and resources, or the abandonment of reliance on them. All through history God has chosen and used nobodies, because their unusual dependence on him made possible the unique display of his power and grace. He chose and used somebodies only when they renounced dependence on their natural abilities and resources.9

  

  
  Triple blessing. Paul now rains a triple blessing in the form of a prayer-wish upon his dear disciple: “Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord” (v. 2b). The standard pagan Greek greeting was simply “Greetings!” (charein), which Paul had early changed into “Grace” (charis), creating a Christianized greeting that he combined with the standard Hebrew greeting, “Peace” (shalom). Thus the typical Pauline greeting was the beautifully nuanced “Grace and peace.” But in 1 and 2 Timothy Paul inserts “mercy” between them, creating a triple blessing that is particularly fitting to Timothy’s situation.

  In invoking God’s grace upon Timothy, Paul referenced not only God’s saving grace (cf. Ephesians 2:8), but even more, God’s continued grace for living. God is lovingly disposed toward his children, and Paul wishes all the gifts and blessings upon Timothy that naturally fall from a smiling God. It is the “grace upon grace” that John speaks of (John 1:16)—the “he gives more grace” of the Apostle James (cf. James 4:6).

  The added word mercy here carries the idea of God’s special care for a person in need.10 The Old Testament equivalent of this word (hesed) is used multiple times in the Psalms, with the idea of help in time of need. Paul may well have used this word because of Timothy’s Jewish background,11 which would bring to mind the rich associations of this word—“help to those who cannot help themselves”—“help to the wretched”—“help to the helpless.” Timothy was in a situation that would sometimes bring him to the end of himself in certain relational miseries. But there God’s special care would be his.

  “Peace” is, of course, first of all peace with God (cf. Romans 5:1) and then inner peace for living (cf. John 14:27). His wish for Timothy was for personal tranquility and well-being, and also for interpersonal peace as he challenged the church to climb to higher ground.

  How beautiful this triple blessing was! The source of grace, mercy, and peace was and is the infinite resources of God. No matter how much God would give the young servant of the Lord, there would always be more. This was Paul’s wish for Timothy! Grace upon grace to equip him for ministry. Mercy upon mercy to attend to his distresses. Peace upon peace—tranquility and well-being—throughout his life.

  God would give Timothy the grace, mercy, and peace he needed to teach the Ephesians “how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God” (1 Timothy 3:15). And Timothy would follow Paul’s instruction and “wage the good warfare” (1 Timothy 1:18). May we do so as well, and in so doing declare the mystery of Christ in the gospel to the world.

  

  
  
  As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus so that you may charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine, nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies, which promote speculations rather than the stewardship from God that is by faith. The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. Certain persons, by swerving from these, have wandered away into vain discussion, desiring to be teachers of the law, without understanding either what they are saying or the things about which they make confident assertions.

  1 TIMOTHY 1:3–7

  






 
  2

  The Wrong Use of the Law
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  THE PRECISE BEGINNING of the church in Ephesus is not known. We do know, however, that Priscilla and Aquila were involved very early in its shaping, if not founding, when Paul dropped them off at a brief stopover in Ephesus on his hurried way to Antioch (circa A.D. 52) during his second missionary journey (cf. Acts 18:18–22).1 Ultimately, when Paul returned, he engaged in a mighty two- to three-year ministry, preaching first in the synagogue and then in the hall of Tyrannus (cf. Acts 19:8–10). His ministry was filled with extraordinary power, so much so that the idol-making industry suffered substantial economic losses that eventuated in the famous Ephesian riot led by the idol-makers’ guild (cf. Acts 19).

  Those tumultuous years marked the firm establishment of a powerful beachhead in the most important city of the Roman province of Asia. Ephesus became the command center for the evangelization of Asia Minor. The church in Ephesus was supremely crucial to Paul’s ministry, and in his poignant farewell address to the Ephesian elders he gave this clear warning:

  
  
  And now, behold, I know that none of you among whom I have gone about proclaiming the kingdom will see my face again. Therefore I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all, for I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God. Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. Therefore be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish every one with tears. (Acts 20:25–31)

  

  
  Now, as he writes this first letter to Timothy, in A.D. 64, some five years have elapsed since his ministry in Ephesus. Trouble has come to the church from within—savage wolves are in the very sheepfold. And Paul has already dispatched Timothy to Ephesus to deal with the problems. It was imperative that Timothy succeed. So Paul penned specific directions about church conduct and order in a document that is now known as 1 Timothy.

  As mentioned in our study of the apostle’s uniquely crafted salutation to Timothy in verses 1, 2, the greetings were meant to steel and hearten this timid disciple for his difficult task. At the same time the greetings were ominous because they did not include Paul’s thanksgiving for the church, as did nearly all his letters. That which was taking place in Ephesus was no cause for thanksgiving.2

  
  The Prohibition (vv. 3, 4a)

  Paul, sans thanksgiving, went right to the point with a ringing prohibition: “As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus so that you may charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine, nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies” (vv. 3, 4a).

  The “certain persons” who were teaching false doctrines are unnamed, but the people knew who they were.3 They were even elders, as Paul had so clearly predicted in his farewell to the Ephesian church leaders: “from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things” (Acts 20:30). Gordon Fee convincingly argues that this is evident from 1 Timothy because of: 1) the fact that they presume to be “teachers of the law” (v. 7) and that teaching in 1 Timothy is a specific responsibility of elders (cf. 5:17; 3:2); 2) the fact that two are subsequently named, “Hymenaeus and Alexander,” and are excommunicated by Paul rather than by the elders of the church (1:19, 20); and 3) the fact of the repeated concerns expressed about elders in this letter regarding their qualifications (3:1–7), their discipline, and apparently their replacement (5:19–25).4

  The elder problem dominated the entire church landscape. These false teachers were not from the outside, nor were they individual church members (which would be bad enough). Rather, they were from among the various leaders in the house churches. No wonder Paul had to urge Timothy to stay on in Ephesus!

  Paul describes the style and motivations of these false teachers within the elders in verses 6, 7: “Certain persons, by swerving from these, have wandered away into vain discussion, desiring to be teachers of the law, without understanding either what they are saying or the things about which they make confident assertions.” Rabbis were called “teachers of the law” (cf. Luke 5:17; Acts 5:34). These elders in Ephesus aspired to be Christian versions of the rabbis—authoritative interpreters of the deep things of the Old Testament. In imitation of their rabbinic counterparts they spoke with assured confidence and dogmatism, though they did not know what they were talking about. The modern preacher’s version of the bluster described here is the marginal note on his preaching manuscript, “Weak point here. Look confident and pound the pulpit!” In grim reality, they had apostatized and wandered away from love into controversy, away from pure hearts and good consciences to duplicity and religious insincerity.

  Their method of teaching false doctrine was “to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies” (v. 4a). The Old Testament is full of genealogies that made perfect fodder for “Jewish myths” (Titus 1:14)—the fanciful allegorical creation of stories about the people in the genealogies. The Jewish tradition included books such as The Book of Jubilees (circa 135–105 B.C.), a fanciful rewrite of Old Testament history from creation to Sinai. The later Biblical Antiquities of Philo (circa A.D. 70) retells more of the Old Testament story—from creation to the death of King Saul.5 Thus there were ample allegorical models for the Ephesian elders turned Christian rabbis to imitate.

  These errant elders weren’t Judaizers like those in Galatia, who taught salvation by obedience to the law. There is not a hint of this in the Pastorals. As John Stott explains, “They were certainly speculators. They treated the law (that is, the Old Testament) as a happy hunting ground for their speculations.”6 It was not so much that they set out to be heretical. They simply wanted to “go deeper” into the Scriptures. They wanted to go beyond the “simple” exegesis of Paul, and by giving people and events allegorical meaning, simple stories would reveal fantastic truths. They did not set out to abandon the gospel doctrine that salvation is by faith alone, but in fact their progressive accretions smothered the gospel.

  It was all so appealing, and it fed on the incipient Gnosticism in Ephesus that would flower in the second century. Their style and approach is timeless. It is spoken softly with a distant heavenly look in the moist eye: “What you believe is good—it’s a good beginning point. But there is more that those of us who have paid the price of meditation and study can reveal to you. Adam stands for the spirit, Eve represents the flesh. One is good, the other is bad.”

  And their disciples live on today. Consider the incredible distortions that the number 666 has undergone to spell out the name of every international villain from Caesar to Napoleon to Hitler to Stalin. A few years ago the best-selling book The Bible Code, a tendentious interpretation of the Old Testament, claimed that an Israeli mathematician, Dr. Elijahu Rips, has decoded the Bible with a computer formula, unlocking 3,000-year-old prophecies of events such as the Kennedy assassination and the election of Bill Clinton—“everything from the holocaust to Hiroshima, from the moon landing to the collision of a comet with Jupiter.”7 Religious novelties abound everywhere—fantastic claims of new truth about everything from raising perfect children to restraining the aging process. The problem is that these teachings and their systems, while not denying the gospel outright, replace it.

  So we see that Paul exhibits a huge concern in the Pastorals for sound doctrine. Paul mentions doctrine (didaskalia) seven times in 1 Timothy, not to mention its verbal forms. These seven occurrences are variously translated here as “doctrine” or “teaching.” These references are:

  
  	1:10—where Paul exalts “sound doctrine.”

  	4:6—“If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, being trained in the words of the faith and of the good doctrine that you have followed.”

  	4:13—“Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching.”

  	4:16—“Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers.”

  	5:17—“Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching.”

  	6:1—“Let all who are under a yoke as bondservants regard their own masters as worthy of all honor, so that the name of God and the teaching may not be reviled.”

  	6:3, 4a—“If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness, he is puffed up with conceit and understands nothing.”

  

  Having observed Paul’s repeated emphasis on sound doctrine, we must make this connection: 1 Timothy, with its great emphasis on doctrine, has a basic practical purpose—to teach the people in Ephesus how to live—to “know how . . . to behave in the household of God, which is the church” (3:15). There is a dynamic connection between our doctrine and the way we live. This truth is directly opposite to much contemporary Christian thinking. Often today we hear people say, “We don’t need more doctrine. What we need is practical preaching.” Now, we must certainly agree that preaching must be applied. But we must not agree that there is no connection between the doctrinal and the practical. What we know and believe has everything to do with how we live. Doctrine is at the heart of practical living.

  Do you love God now? Will you love him less if you learn more about him? Absolutely not! You will love him more. The more you learn of his excellencies, his holiness, his grace, his mercy, his love, the greater will be your grasp of his character, and the closer to him you will draw.

  The greatest need of the church today is not less doctrine but more doctrine—about God, about salvation, about ourselves, about character, about church, about family. Our greatest need is to know God better—and we can learn more only from his Word.

  
  The Prohibition’s Rationale (v. 4b)

  Having enjoined Timothy to command these “certain persons not to teach any different doctrine,” Paul briefly stated his rationale behind the command: these “promote speculations rather than the stewardship from God that is by faith” (v. 4b). Arcane, novel interpretations serve only to promote questionings and speculations. They naturally spawn elitism and snobbery. Those who “buy in” think all others are simple or unspiritual or even downright sinful.

  The ultimate tragedy of false doctrine is that “the stewardship from God that is by faith” is not promoted. The depth of the tragedy is clear when we see that the phrase “the stewardship from God” uses the same word as in Ephesians 3:2 (“the stewardship of God’s grace”) and 3:9 (“the plan [stewardship] of the mystery”), in both places meaning the responsibility of administering or managing. Here in 1 Timothy 1:4 it refers to the stewardship of God that is by faith. The church and especially its leaders have been given the responsibility (the stewardship) of administering or managing the truth that salvation and Christian living are by faith.8

  The tragedy in Ephesus was that the false teachers had blocked the faithful discharge of God’s administration of this truth. The “by faith” gospel wasn’t going out. The very conduct of the people, their confusion, and their wrangling prevented the conduct and church order that would promote the “by faith” gospel. This again goes to the explicitly stated purpose of the book—to teach the proper conduct of God’s household, which is the church (cf. 3:15). For Paul, everything rides on the conduct and administration (oikonomia) of God’s household (oikas), the church—because if the church is living as it should, the gospel will spread!

  
  The Prohibition’s Purpose (v. 5)

  This understanding leads to the positive reason why Paul had Timothy command the false teachers to desist. Paul asserts, “The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (v. 5). If the Ephesian elders would put a stop to the teaching of false doctrine by their deluded eldest colleagues and go back to sound doctrine, that would restore love to God’s people—“The aim of our charge is love.”

  What is this “love”? It is love for God first, and then love for those around us—the classic dimensions of love in the Ten Commandments, as Jesus so eloquently proclaimed: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 22:37–40). Love for others is made possible and is fueled by love for God. As John Piper has said, “Love is the overflow of joy in God which gladly meets the needs of others.”9 And when this happens, the administration of God by faith given to his people goes into full gear. “By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35).

  The love described here comes from a dynamic triple inner work.

  First, in the heart—“that issues from a pure heart.” Jesus’ beatitude is certainly in view here: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). Blessed is the heart that is pure and is thus focused on him. Rich Old Testament associations are also in the background, such as Psalm 86:11, where David prays, “Unite my heart to fear your name.” Or Jeremiah 32:38, 39, which prophesies the effects of the new covenant: “And they shall be my people, and I will be their God. I will give them one heart and one way, that they may fear me forever, for their own good and the good of their children after them.” This radical purity and focus in the depth of one’s being elicits love from one’s heart.

  Second, in the conscience—“and a good conscience.” The essential meaning of conscience is one’s inner awareness of the quality of one’s own actions (cf. Romans 2:15; 9:1; 2 Corinthians 1:12).10 But in Biblical culture it also meant the sense of one’s moral actions as part of a group. The “good conscience” sensed inner moral approval from God and God’s people.11 Such “a good conscience” was innately joyous. Love for others was its boon.

  And third, in faith—“and a sincere faith”—literally, “a faith without hypocrisy.” The way some people live has no relationship to the faith they declare with their lips. Here “sincere faith” means a faith that is really there—an “undissembling faith.”12 Such faith joins naturally with love. In fact, the Pastorals link faith and love eight times (1 Timothy 1:14; 2:15; 4:12; 6:11; 2 Timothy 1:13; 2:22; 3:10; Titus 2:2)!

  Never sell doctrine short. False doctrine promotes controversies and strife. Its wranglings, its confusions, its snobbishness, its empty talk bring hatred and distrust. But sound doctrine produces a dynamic love “that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (v. 5). Joyful worship flows up to God. And the overflow gladly meets the needs of others.

  Publisher and author Frank Sheed eloquently capsulized the primacy of Biblical, doctrinal knowledge:

  
  
  A virtuous man may be ignorant, but ignorance is not a virtue. It would be a strange God Who could be loved better by being known less. Love of God is not the same thing as knowledge of God; love of God is immeasurably more important than knowledge of God; but if a man loves God knowing a little about Him, he should love God more from knowing more about Him: for every new thing known about God is a new reason for loving Him.13

  

  
  What we understand and believe about God (Father, Son, Holy Spirit) is everything!

  
  What we believe about ourselves,

  What we believe about the cross,

  What we believe about the world,

  What we believe about our purpose,

  What we believe about the church,

  What we believe about our relationships,

  What we believe about God’s Word is everything!

   

  

  
  
  Now we know that the law is good, if one uses it lawfully, understanding this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, the sexually immoral, men who practice homosexuality, enslavers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine, in accordance with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God with which I have been entrusted.

  1 TIMOTHY 1:8–11
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  The Proper Use of the Law

  [image: ]

  A CHARACTERISTIC OF THE Apostle Paul’s writings is digression. In the middle of an argument, a word or allusion will suggest an important thought—and Paul will take off on the subject. But his digressions are always relevant. Paul has been encouraging Timothy to put an end to the work of false teachers in Ephesus, and he says of them that they desire “to be teachers of the law, without understanding either what they are saying or the things about which they make confident assertions” (v. 7). With this mention of their misuse of the law, he digresses in verses 8–11 on the proper use of the law. A review of Paul’s concerns and purpose in writing to Timothy will help us better understand his thinking in this section.

  
  Paul’s Concern

  Apostasy’s speed. The threat of wholesale apostasy in Ephesus drove Paul at the time he wrote this letter. His concern was well-founded because of the speed with which apostasy had come to some of the elder-led congregations in Ephesus. It had only been four years since his famous farewell address to the Ephesian elders in which he had warned them saying, “I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them” (Acts 20:29, 30). And now it was dreadfully true.

  Unbelievable! The Ephesian church had drunk from the pure stream of apostolic teaching. There could be no better water than that! God’s Word from a writer of God’s Word! In today’s terms they did not drink merely from the tap but from the apostolic fire hose—for three years. They had even had the grandest ecclesiastical letter of the New Testament written personally to them. But within forty-eight months of Paul’s farewell, apostasy had come.

  Sadly, the Ephesians were not unique on the apostolic landscape. Only six verses into his letter to the Galatians, Paul had exploded, “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—not that there is another one” (Galatians 1:6, 7a). Perhaps his experience with the rapid demise of the Galatians fueled his warning to the Ephesian elders.

  In any event, both cases make concrete the sobering reality that gospel ministries nourished from the well of God’s Word can become apostate with amazing speed. This reality is a plaintive refrain in 1 Timothy: “Some have made shipwreck of their faith” (1:19). “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons” (4:1). “For some have already strayed after Satan” (5:15). “For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through this craving that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs” (6:10). And the final verse of the book bemoans those who “have swerved from the faith” (6:21).

  Should our concern be any less today? Absolutely not! If anything, given Paul’s experience, the repeated record of church history, and recent events in the evangelical church, our vigilance must be even greater. It is a solemn fact that any given church can depart from the faith in less than a generation. To imagine otherwise is to be so inflated with the helium of naive pride that we imagine we are above the human condition and that of the church itself, impervious to what happens in life and history. The truth is, apostasy can easily happen to any of us if we do not guard against it and stay close to Christ.

  My own evangelical awareness parallels the rise of Evangelicalism in American culture. In 1948 I was taken by my grandmother to hear Billy Graham preach in a great tent on Figueroa Street in Los Angeles. I was born again in 1955 and felt the disdain of my former mainline church. In retrospect, it was probably more fear than disdain because it, like the other liberal churches in town, was shrinking as evangelical churches grew. I was a youth pastor in the 1960s. My uniform was sandals, bell-bottoms, and flowered shirts. “Groovy!” I participated in a huge harvest of souls in those tumultuous years. The year 1974 was declared by Time magazine to be “The Year of the Evangelical.” And in the 1980s evangelical Christianity was in the driver’s seat of the American Protestant enterprise. Now, in the twenty-first century, with Evangelicalism at its crest, times have clearly changed.

  In 1987 the University of Chicago Press published James Davison Hunter’s Evangelicalism, the Coming Generation, a survey of nine evangelical liberal arts colleges and seven evangelical seminaries that defined many of the changes. Regarding evangelical theology Dr. Hunter wrote: “There is less sharpness, less boldness, and, accordingly, a measure of opaqueness in their theological vision that did not exist in previous generations (at least to their present extent).”1 Hunter further observes:

  
  
  What is happening, however, is an alteration in the cultural meaning of orthodoxy and, accordingly, an alteration in the cultural meaning of specific criteria of orthodoxy. In each case there is a broadening of the meaning of some of Evangelicalism’s fundamental religious symbols. The meaning of such doctrines as the inerrancy/infallibility of Scripture, justification through Christ alone, and the nature and purpose of the Christian mission has become more inclusive. They mean more than they did even a generation or two ago. The cognitive boundaries of theological orthodoxy, once narrowly construed, become variously widened. Insofar as this is true, theological orthodoxy is reinterpreted; the tradition is redefined.2

  

  
  A decade later Millard Erickson, Distinguished Professor of Theology at Baylor University’s Truett Seminary, wrote The Evangelical Left: Encountering Postconservative Evangelical Theology, in which he chronicles a redefining of three essential doctrines by some who wear the label Evangelical—namely, the doctrine of Scripture, the doctrine of God, and the doctrine of salvation.

  We must take heed not to rest on the evangelical victories and achievements of recent years—history’s greatest evangelists, huge churches, overflowing schools and seminaries, cultural influence. We must remember that Ephesus was the lighthouse of Asia Minor. It was up to this point an apostolic success story. It had been evangelical in the purest sense of evangelion with its primary emphasis on the gospel and on mission. But the church at Ephesus was beginning to decay from the inside.

  We must take to heart that 1 Timothy is imperative for us who know and serve Christ today. Sadly, there is widespread neglect of the Pastorals by evangelicals because of their being so direct in delicate matters such as church discipline, qualifications for leadership, and male and female roles. We evangelicals have also been subtly influenced by liberals’ rejection of the Pastorals on the false suppositions that they are “second-century,” “middle-class,” and “status quo.” The resulting neglect of the Pastorals by people of the Book is unconscionable. If we do not allow Scripture to define the church, the forces of culture will!

  Apostasy’s immorality. Why had some of the Ephesian elders become teachers of false doctrine? The answer is implicit in the verse we examined in our last study. Namely, they had abandoned “love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (v. 5). Their false teaching had come as a result of their moral decline. Doctrinal departure follows moral departure. Notice in verse 19 that Paul urges Timothy to hold “faith and a good conscience” and that “rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith.” Also consider 4:1, 2: “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared.”

  How could Christians who had drunk from the supreme stream of apostolic gospel truth leave Christ and the gospel for “myths and endless genealogies” (1:4)? The answer is in verse 5: They had ceased to maintain purity of heart and a clear conscience. I have seen this happen in the lives and walk of friends who were once fellow soldiers but failed to keep their hearts clean, then fell away, and now believe doctrines contradictory to the gospel. When you fail to guard your conscience, you become open to the world, the flesh, and the devil—and thus prey to fanciful theology and heresy.

  The battle for orthodoxy is lost not only in the head but in the heart. Apostasy begins at the very deepest level, when we trample our conscience. There is no doubt that some of us have inner places where we have ridden roughshod over our hearts, indulging ourselves at the expense of God’s work within us. In time, our love for God will fade, our heart and conscience will give in, and we will be shells of hypocrisy. Maintaining “a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” is the primary battle for those who want to live for God.

  
  Paul’s Purpose

  Paul’s concern about apostasy in Ephesus was intimately connected with his purpose in writing to Timothy. The classic statement of his purpose is stated in 1 Timothy 3:15—“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 the truth.” Furthermore, the subject of church conduct and order runs through every chapter of his letter.

  But there is also an underlying purpose (which many miss), stated in 2:3, 4—“This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.” Paul also used the phrase “God our Savior” in his opening greeting, “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope” (1:1). On the deepest level, 1 Timothy is not about church order but about the evangelization of the world! It is about a Savior who will save all who believe: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance. For to this end we toil and strive, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who believe” (4:9, 10). One’s doctrine and one’s conduct have everything to do with evangelism. “Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers” (4:16).

  When you see that Paul’s deepest concern is for “all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth,” his digression in verses 8–11 makes sense. These errant, false-teaching elders had abandoned the outward proclamation and defense of the gospel and had turned inward, using, of all things, the law to promote their teaching.

  
  The Use of the Law

  Proper use. Paul opens his digression by saying, “Now we know that the law is good, if one uses it lawfully” (v. 8). In Romans 7:12 he gave his classic statement of the law’s goodness: “So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.” Despite the misunderstanding and errant teaching of some, there is no disjunction between the law and the gospel. Law and gospel rest on the same moral base, and they complement each other. People have always been saved by grace, whether living under the law or the gospel.

  The law’s excellency affords three uses—a restraining use, a condemning use, and a sanctifying use.

  The restraining use of the law is seen in public life, as an external restraint on wrongdoers (cf. Galatians 3:23—4:7). And it does a “good” (literally, kalos, “beautiful”) job of this. Without law, everyday public life would be impossible.

  The condemning use of the law involves spiritual guilt and judgment (cf. Romans 7:7–25). Paul described his experience of this in Romans 7:13—“Did that which is good, then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, producing death in me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful beyond measure.” The law hammered Paul down, so that he might see his own sin and open himself to the gospel. John Stott quotes Martin Luther in this respect:

  
  
  It is a mighty “hammer” to crush the self-righteousness of human beings. For “it shows them their sin, so that by the recognition of sin they may be humbled, frightened, and worn down, and so may long for grace and for the Blessed Offspring [Christ].” It is in this sense that “the law was our schoolmaster to bring us to Christ.”3

  

  
  The third use, that of sanctifying, involves defining the parameters of a graced life. No one can live up to the law, but it does lay out God’s mind as to our moral and ethical responsibilities toward God and man. We especially see its sanctifying work in Christ’s enlightening teaching in the Sermon on the Mount about it (Matthew 5:17ff.). That sermon also shows the condemning use of the law, which demands perfection (cf. Matthew 5:48), and calls the Christian to depend fully on God’s grace.

  Improper use. But the false teachers in Ephesus were not making proper use of the law. Evidently they were abusing the law by making it out to be a means of righteousness.4 They represented the law’s standards as humanly attainable as they mixed the law with “genealogies” and “myths” (cf. 1:4). This caused believers in Ephesus to misunderstand and ignore God’s moral demands5 and, tragically, to abandon the gospel of grace.

  In the midst of the darkness of the heathen world, the errant elders should have been using the law to demonstrate to the unrighteous their deep spiritual need. Thus Paul says, “the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, the sexually immoral, men who practice homosexuality, enslavers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine” (vv. 9, 10). Paul concocted a grotesque list that begins with six general epithets and then luridly references the fifth through the ninth commands, which have to do with the way human beings abuse other human beings, then ends the list with, “and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine”—literally, “healthy doctrine.”7 The world is morally diseased and must be proclaimed to be condemned by the law.

  Paul’s point is relentlessly clear: If you are going to proclaim the law in this dark, diseased world, do it as an entrance to preaching the gospel. These men were sitting around with a small group of self-righteous believers, weaving endless teachings into an imagined ladder to high spirituality. For these Ephesian elders, the church had become their mission field. This is fatal. When you begin making Christians your unreached people group, something is wrong.

  A telling example of this occurred when a friend of mine was in the hospital. She was visited by another woman who, after being marvelously converted, fell into some narrow, cultish teaching. As they were talking, a nurse came in, and the patient began to talk with her. She was very attentive to the nurse and was obviously looking for an opportunity to share her faith. Her guest just sat there. After the nurse left, the visitor turned to the patient and said, “You are attempting to witness to her, aren’t you? Well, that’s good for you, but not for me. I’m not interested in that because God has given me the burden of helping Christians straighten out their lives.”

  Certainly we must spend time discipling new believers, but when we lose our concern for the world and become burdened for Christians alone, we are headed for trouble.

  Sound doctrine. Having mentioned “sound doctrine” or “healthy teaching” (v. 10), Paul added a description of it—“in accordance with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God with which I have been entrusted” (v. 11). The gospel is the ultimate repository and expression of healthy teaching. Anything that moves away from it or dethrones it as the centerpiece of the church is diseased and dangerous. The gospel is especially good news when set against the backdrop of the bad news of humanity’s gross sinfulness. The good news is that Jesus died “for the lawless and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, the sexually immoral, men who practice homosexuality, enslavers, liars, perjurers” (vv. 9, 10)—for you and me!

  Gresham Machen, the great Princeton theologian and the founder of Westminster Seminary, understood this:

  
  
  What good does it do me to tell me that the type of religion presented in the Bible is a very fine type of religion and that the thing for me to do is just to start practicing that type of religion now? . . . I will tell you, my friend. It does not one tiniest little bit of good. . . . What I need first of all is not exhortation but a gospel, not directions for saving myself but knowledge of how God has saved me. Have you any good news for me? That is the question that I ask of you. I know your exhortations will not help me. But if anything has been done to save me, will you not tell me the facts?8

  

  

  
  
  I thank him who has given me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me faithful, appointing me to his service, though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent. But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost. But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life. To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.

  1 TIMOTHY 1:12–17

  






  4

  Gratitude for Grace
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  THERE IS EMBEDDED in the heart of the present passage one of the great gospel texts of the apostolic church and of the Reformation. The words of that text are familiar to many: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost” (1:15). This single sentence has been used to encourage countless souls on their way to Christ. It stands as a frontispiece to the English Reformation because of its effect upon Thomas Bilney, the early Reformation martyr.

  Thomas Bilney, known as “little Bilney” due to his diminutive stature, was born in 1495. Because he had a scholarly bent, he studied law at Cambridge, becoming a fellow of Trinity Hall in 1520. But neither study nor ordination brought him peace. Then he began to read the Latin translation of Erasmus’s Greek New Testament, and as Bilney described it:

  
  
  I chanced upon this sentence of St. Paul (O most sweet and comfortable sentence to my soul!) in 1 Timothy 1. “It is a true saying, and worthy of all men to be embraced, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners; of whom I am the chief and principal.” This one sentence, through God’s instruction and inward working . . . did so exhilarate my heart, being before wounded with the guilt of my sins, and being almost in despair, that even immediately I seemed unto myself inwardly to feel a marvellous comfort and quietness, insomuch that “my bruised bones leaped for joy” (Psalm 51). After this, the Scripture began to be more pleasant unto me than the honey or the honey-comb.1

  

  
  Bilney immediately became a central figure in a group of theologians who met at the famous White Horse Inn, which stood on King’s Parade, adjacent to King’s College, in Cambridge. And there this group prepared for the Reformation in England. Bilney was arrested in 1527 and was forced to recant. But little Bilney couldn’t contain himself and set off preaching again in 1531. He was again arrested, then tried and burned at the stake.2 His most famous convert, Hugh Latimer, who became the most prominent preacher of the English Reformation, was inspired by Bilney’s courage and reverently referred to him in his sermons as “St. Bilney.”3 Latimer, too, died at the stake, in Oxford in 1555.

  What a monumental effect 1 Timothy 1:15 has had! And well it should, for it gives us the gospel in miniature. There is no doubt whatsoever that it can make “bruised bones” leap for joy.

  This verse sits in the center of a section of 1 Timothy in which Paul digresses about his sheer wonder and gratitude over his experience of grace and what God’s undeserved kindness means for the world. “Gratitude for Grace” is a perfect summary, but the passage is much more that—it is an expression of the awesome magnitude of the gospel that we preach.

  Contextually, Paul’s initial digression in verses 8–11 about the proper use of the law ended with a mention of the glorious gospel, and that inspired another digression—on the magnitude of the gospel of grace. It begins with the apostle’s personal testimony about God’s grace to him (vv. 12–14), extends the grace principle even further—to the world (vv. 15, 16), and then ends with a passionate doxology to the God of grace in verse 17.

  
  Thanks for Personal Grace (vv. 12–14)

  Paul the persecutor. This outpouring of gratitude stemmed from Paul’s personal history before meeting Christ. Paul, at that time called Saul, hunted down Christians, desiring to devastate the church. He was a brutal, implacable, bloody man. Paul’s personal biographer, Dr. Luke, described him as a religious predator: “But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem” (Acts 9:1, 2). Paul preyed on those “belonging to the Way”—the followers of Jesus who said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). His goal was nothing short of the complete extermination of the Way.

  Luke’s description here of him as “still breathing threats and murder” literally reads, “breathing in threats and murder.” As A. T. Robertson explained, “Threatening and slaughter had come to be the very breath that Saul breathed, like a warhorse who sniffed the smell of battle.”4 He was a frightening, violent enemy. Paul later described his behavior to Agrippa by saying:

  
  
  I myself was convinced that I ought to do many things in opposing the name of Jesus of Nazareth. And I did so in Jerusalem. I not only locked up many of the saints in prison after receiving authority from the chief priests, but when they were put to death I cast my vote against them. And I punished them often in all the synagogues and tried to make them blaspheme, and in raging fury against them I persecuted them even to foreign cities. (Acts 26:9–11)

  

  
  He was a callous, pious, self-righteous, bigoted murderer hell-bent on a full-scale inquisition. His hatred soon reached well beyond Jerusalem. He sought and received extradition papers from the Sanhedrin so he could go to Damascus and ravage the Christian community there as well. It was 150 miles to Damascus (about a week’s travel), but he would have traveled months for the privilege. Saul the hunter! Saul the man of blood!

  The rest of the story has become the treasured deposit of the apostolic church and of all who have valued an apostolic life.

  
  
  Now as he went on his way, he approached Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven shone around him. And falling to the ground he heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” And he said, “Who are you, Lord?” And he said, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But rise and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” (Acts 9:3–6)

  

  
  Paul, an untamable tiger, met the Lion of the tribe of Judah at the Damascus off-ramp! He renounced persecuting the church to become a major player in the drama of world evangelization.

  Thanks for apostleship. This astounding pre-Christian personal history accounts for his burst of thanksgiving: “I thank him who has given me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me faithful, appointing me to his service, though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent. But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief” (1 Timothy 12, 13).

  On one level Paul knew exactly what he had been doing. He had been wreaking violence and even death on the followers of Christ. And he was responsible for his sin. On another level he was not culpable because he “acted ignorantly in unbelief.” Negatively, he was truly ignorant of Jesus’ real messianic status. Positively, as a sincere Pharisee, he truly believed that he was serving God by stamping out the false messianic sect called “Christians.”5 Paul was not saying that his acting “ignorantly in unbelief” had earned him mercy. Rather, he meant that it did not disqualify him from receiving mercy. His having sinned while “ignorantly in unbelief” indicates that he had not knowingly defied God with what the Old Testament calls sins of a “high hand”—purposeful defiance. (For this basic concept see, for example, Numbers 15:29, 30.)

  On the Damascus Road, Paul (Saul) did not deserve mercy—he was shown mercy. As the Puritan Thomas Goodwin literally translated this, “I was bemercied.”6 God met him in his sinful, miserable, self-righteous ignorance and “mercied” him. God did not give Paul what he deserved or what he had coming to him. That would have been death! Rather, he showed him mercy.

  Paul was not only given salvation but apostleship (v. 12). Paul was given “strength” in the sense of being made “equal to the task” (cf. NEB). He was considered “faithful” not because he had been faithful, but because the Lord considered him worthy of trust and therefore as one who would be faithful.7 And then Paul was appointed “to his service.”

  Thanks for grace. Paul sums up his gratitude in the next phrase: “The grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” (v. 14). The words suggest an overflowing supply. This is, in fact, the verse from which John Bunyan titled his book Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners.

  An artist once submitted a painting of Niagara Falls to an exhibition but neglected to give it a title. The gallery came up with the whimsical words, “More to Follow.”8 Niagara Falls, which has been spilling over billions of gallons per year for thousands of years and has more than met the needs of those below, is a fit emblem for the floods of God’s grace. There always is more to follow, or as James so beautifully says, “he gives more grace” (James 4:6a). There always is more grace. Martin Luther wrote:

  
  
  Just as the sun is not darkened by the whole world enjoying its light, and could, indeed, light up ten worlds; just as 100,000 lights might be lit from one light and not detract from it; just as a learned man is able to make a thousand others learned, and the more he gives, the more he has—so is Christ, our Lord, an infinite source of all grace, so that if the whole world would draw enough grace and truth from it to make the world all angels, yet it would not lose a drop; the fountain always runs over, full of grace.

  

  
  There is no hyperbole here. Paul expressed the facts with careful precision at the end of Romans 5 when he said, “But where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 5:20b, 21). There is no conceivable accumulation of sin that grace cannot overflow. Grace increases the more we need it, and there is always “more to follow”!

  God’s grace is beautiful, for it not only outstrips our sins, but it instills as its visible expressions “the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” (v. 14b). When grace abounds, “faith” and “love” likewise abound. Hearts like Paul’s, previously filled with unbelief, are now filled with faith; hearts once filled with hatred are filled with love.

  A graced life soars on love and faith. Paul is personally thankful—thankful for his salvation—thankful for his apostleship—thankful for mercy—thankful for grace—thankful for faith—thankful for love.

  
  Thanks for General Grace (vv. 15, 16)

  Salvation for the worst. Now Paul’s very personal praise for grace widens to praise for its universal significance, beginning with the grand verse that made Thomas Bilney’s bones leap for joy: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost” (v. 15).

  Some have accused the apostle of being disingenuous and projecting a false humility. The “worst” of sinners? The first (as the Greek says) of sinners? Numero uno? “Come on, Paul! There are far greater sinners than you! You never even dreamed of the sins I do.” But Paul was utterly sincere. What he says here is in perfect accord with what he says elsewhere of himself (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:9; Ephesians 3:8). This is authentic Pauline psychology and theology.

  Also note that he did not say, “I was the worst of sinners, but “I am the worst.” This is the thinking of a healthy regenerate heart. Saving Christianity never endows one with a sense of superiority. Paul knew what he had been and what he was and what he continued to be in himself. This knowledge even increased with the years, as he understood his heart even better than at first. Paul’s confession here is no doubt what drew Thomas Bilney, who had been searching so long and so hard. There was hope for Little Bilney’s dark heart.

  This is the very soul of the gospel—“Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.” This is the awareness of a graced heart.

  Hope for the worst. Now comes the great hope: “But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life” (v. 16). If God could and would do this for a man who put Christian believers in prison and cast his vote for their deaths—a man who provided the prototype of the Inquisition—a master of religious thuggery, a Torquemada—there is hope for all of us! Paul calls to us across the centuries, “Don’t despair. He saved me, the worst of sinners—a religious sinner who persecuted Christ himself (cf. Acts 9:4)—and he can save you!”

  In 1918 in Tokyo Tokichi Ishii was hung for murder. He had been sent to prison more than twenty times. He was as tough as men get. In response to his hatred and violence, on one occasion after attacking a prison guard he was bound and gagged and hung from the ceiling so that his toes barely reached the ground. Before receiving his death sentence, he received a New Testament sent by two Christian missionaries, a Miss West and a Miss McDonald—resulting in the notorious criminal’s coming to know Christ. When Tokichi was sentenced to death, he accepted that as “the fair, impartial judgment of God.”

  During a visit Miss West directed him to read 2 Corinthians 6:8–10, which deals with suffering. There Mr. Ishii noted, among other things, the line “poor, yet making many rich.” He wrote of this:

  
  
  This certainly does not apply to the evil life I led before I repented. But perhaps in the future, someone in the world may hear that the most desperate villain who ever lived repented of his sins and was saved by the power of Christ, and so may come to repent also. Then it may be that though I am poor myself, I shall be able to make many rich.

  

  
  Tokichi died on the scaffold with great humility. His last words were, “My soul, purified, today returns to the City of God.”9

  God through his grace had reached a man who called himself “the most desperate villain who ever lived,” just as he had reached “the worst of sinners” 1,900 years before. God’s grace can reach anybody.

  What we must grasp here (and grasp it with its full integrity and passion) is that Paul was absolutely convinced of the truth of his words. Christ Jesus’ power and his eagerness to save anyone who turned to him both informed and drove Paul’s missionary heart. Paul believed this with his whole being. There was no doubt in his mind. Why? Because he knew Jesus’ atoning death was sufficient. Why else? Because when he received the Savior, Jesus gave his righteousness to him. As a result Paul knew by experience mercy, grace, love, faith, and apostleship. And he was “the foremost”!

  This conviction must be ours as well. This is the reality that drives me. God has saved me, and if he can do that in my life, he can do it for anybody. I believe this with all my heart.

  No one on this earth is beyond grace, and only divine grace makes the difference. It is all of God—just as it was for Paul on the Damascus Road. The hunter was the hunted. As the Lord told Ananias regarding Paul, “He is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name” (Acts 9:15).

  “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners”—number one sinners like you and me. It is all by his grace. If you have not already come, come now!

  
  Praise the God of Grace (v. 17)

  At this point Paul is ready to explode with a doxology. John Calvin remarks:

  
  
  His enthusiasm breaks out into this exclamation, since he could find no words to express his gratitude. These sudden outbursts of Paul’s come mainly when the vastness of the subject overpowers him and makes him break off what he is saying. For what could be more wonderful than Paul’s conversion? At the same time he admonishes us all by his example, that we should never think of the grace shown in God’s calling without being lost in wondering admiration. This sublime praise of God’s grace swallows up all the memory of his former life. How great a deep is the glory of God!10

  

  
  We should also notice here that though Paul has been emphasizing the work of God in personal, immanent terms of God’s mercy, grace, and patience, the doxology speaks of God in awesome, transcendent terms. This is because when the apostle considers what God has done, he can only speak in the most stupendous terms—“To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen” (v. 17).

  We see here four awesome designations for our great God.

  
  	Paul calls him “the King of the ages.” God is the King of all ages who sovereignly governs every age before creation, after creation, to the final age, and on into eternity.

  	Paul calls him “immortal.” God is not subject to decay or destruction and therefore is in the most absolute sense “imperishable, incorruptible, and immortal.”11


  	Paul calls him “invisible,” for the physical eye cannot see him. He “dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see” (1 Timothy 6:16). All that human beings have ever seen of him (other than the incarnate Christ) are glimpses of his glory.

  	Paul calls him “the only God” (mono theo). He alone is what he is. Of himself God has declared, “I am the LORD, and there is no other” (Isaiah 45:18).

  

  To this awesome God of grace, Paul invokes “honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.”

  In conclusion, our song of grace must follow the same contours as Paul’s song.

  First, praise for personal grace, like that of Paul as expressed in verses 12 and 14. “I thank him who has given me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord . . . the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” (v. 14). Such personal praise for the flood of personal grace that washed over his soul buoyed Paul higher and higher!

  Second, praise for general grace as expressed in Bilney’s life verse: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost” (v. 15).

  
  Amazing grace! how sweet the sound

  That saved a wretch like me!

  I once was lost, but now am found,

  Was blind, but now I see.

  

  
  ’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,

  And grace my fears relieved;

  How precious did that grace appear

  The hour I first believed!

  “Amazing Grace,” John Newton, 1779

  

  Such amazing grace in the life of John Newton, former slave trader, confirmed the offer of life-changing grace for all who respond to Christ. “But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life” (v. 16).

  Our song of grace should end on the same awesome note as Paul’s: “To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen” (v. 17).

  

  
  
  This charge I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, that by them you may wage the good warfare, holding faith and a good conscience. By rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith, among whom are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan that they may learn not to blaspheme.

  1 TIMOTHY 1:18–20
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  Fighting the Good Fight

  [image: ]

  AS MENTIONED EARLIER, the most notable convert of the early English Reformer and martyr Thomas Bilney was Hugh Latimer, who like Bilney died at the stake. Latimer was easily the most popular of the reforming preachers—full of the Word, with a vivid preaching style. He preached justification by faith alone but also preached that a justified man will show it in the way he lives. He was unsparing of other preachers’ shortcomings: “Since lording and loitering hath come up, preaching hath come down. . . . They hawk, they hunt, they card, they dice.”1 He accused his fellow preachers of “pampering of their paunches . . . munching in their mangers, and moiling in their gay manors and mansions.”2

  On one occasion he was invited to preach at Hampton Court before Henry VIII, and he predictably offended the king. Henry commanded Latimer to preach again the following Sunday and to make an apology. Latimer addressed himself as he began to preach:

  
  
  Hugh Latimer, dost thou know before whom thou art this day to speak? To the high and mighty monarch, the king’s most excellent majesty, who can take away thy life if thou offendest; therefore, take heed that thou speakest not a word that may displease; but then consider well, Hugh, dost thou not know from whence thou comest; upon whose message thou art sent? Even by the great and mighty God! who is all present, and who beholdest all thy ways, and who is able to cast thy soul into hell! Therefore, take care that thou deliverest thy message faithfully.3

  

  
  Then Hugh Latimer preached the same sermon he had preached the week before—with even more energy! What a man of God! There can be no doubt that Hugh Latimer, like his mentor Thomas Bilney, fought the good fight. Those sixteenth-century saints embodied apostolic steadfastness.

  
  Fighting (vv. 18, 19a)

  A charge to fight well. This steadfastness, this forthrightness, this courage, this ability to carry out one’s task—to finish well—is what Paul wished for young, shy Timothy when he gave him this famous charge: “This charge I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, that by them you may wage the good warfare” (v. 18).

  Evidently at some specific time (perhaps at Timothy’s commissioning) heartening prophecies had been made about him. Though we do not know when or where this happened, information from other Scriptures allow us to form a picture. We know that when Paul recruited Timothy, “He was well spoken of by the brothers at Lystra and Iconium” (Acts 16:2). We know that at some point there was an event in which three things happened to Timothy: 1) he was given a spiritual gift; 2) a prophecy was made over him; and 3) the elders laid hands on him. We know this from 1 Timothy 4:14: “Do not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you.”

  Very likely the gift he received was that of preaching or exhortation because Paul encouraged him in his second letter, saying, “For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands, for God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-control” (2 Timothy 1:6, 7). Paul’s urging Timothy not to succumb to fear suggests that the gift he was to fan was preaching. And it appears that Timothy was wonderfully stirred by this event and made a memorable confession because in the final chapter of 1 Timothy Paul urges him: “Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and about which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses” (6:12).

  So the picture we get is of a great spiritual event in Timothy’s life in which wonderful prophecies were made about his future gospel ministry as various people spoke of his fitness and the powerful voice he would become. At that time the elders solemnly laid their hands on him and prayed over him, and he was remarkably gifted for ministry. It was such a monumental event that normally shy Timothy rose and made a “good confession in the presence of many witnesses.”

  Paul was inciting Timothy to remember his commissioning and was thus motivating him to carry out “this charge,” referring to his charge to command “certain persons not to teach any different doctrine, nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies” (vv. 3b, 4a). The sense is, “This charge that you are to give to the false teachers to desist from propagating their erroneous ideas is in keeping with the wonderful prophecies made about your spiritual usefulness. Remember these prophecies, Timothy. Live them out. Be strong. Carry out the command. And in so doing, wage the good warfare!”

  These high spiritual hopes that others held for him constituted a powerful appeal. We have all experienced the pulse-quickening motivation of others’ expectations upon our lives. Perhaps it was your grandmother’s hopeful belief that because you were the smartest child in your school, you would surely win that spelling bee. Oh, you tried, but rhinoceros did you in. Or maybe it was a football game, with the conference championship at stake. When you glanced into the stands and saw your family there, cheering you on, you played harder than ever!

  I recall one Sunday morning, about a year after I’d come to College Church in Wheaton, Illinois, when the chairman of the Council of Elders ran up to me before the service saying, “Pastor, I have the most wonderful news! Dr. Stephen Olford and Dr. Alan Redpath are here for the service.” I felt a twinge in my stomach and smiled weakly. I do not think the sermon was exceptional that morning, but that was not due to a lack of effort!

  The expectations voiced for Timothy at his commission were prophetic and from the Lord. And he did live them out and “wage the good warfare.” Ultimately this charge is for all of us, regardless of our place and calling in life. The martial, fighting language is significant. Paul chose it deliberately and used it more than once, in various forms. We are to fight.

  Conflict—spiritual warfare—is especially the province of leadership. The evangelical cause owes much to Gresham Machen, the Princeton divine who so brilliantly stood against modernism in the 1930s. Of him Pearl Buck wrote: “I admired Dr. Machen very much while I disagreed with him on every point. And we had much the same fate. I was kicked out of the back door of the church and he was kicked out of the front one. He retaliated by establishing a church of his own. . . . The man was admirable. He never gave in one inch to anyone.”4 Machen’s life was that of the consummate Christian gentleman fighting a great fight!

  How to fight well. The question we must ask is, how can we wage the good warfare? Simply by “holding faith and a good conscience” (v. 19a). This short phrase is deceptively comprehensive because, as John Stott points out, it contains what is objectively and subjectively necessary to “wage the good warfare.” On the one hand, we must hold on to the objective deposit of the “faith,” meaning the apostolic faith. On the other hand, we must hold tight to the subjective treasure of “a good conscience.”5

  So we see first of all that if we are to fight well, we must have a solid grasp on the objective content of our faith, the essentials. As we asked several chapters ago, If you love God while knowing little about him, will you love him less by knowing more about him? Of course not! The deeper the knowledge of our infinite, loving, merciful, gracious, holy God, the deeper our love will become. The sad truth for so many Christians is that their love of God languishes due to their lack of knowledge of him. They simply do not know much about God. They may have a relationship with him, but it is stunted by their ignorance of him.

  Evangelical ignorance is a fact. Most Christians cannot name the Ten Commandments. Many cannot even name five of them. Many do not even know where they are found. If we are to love God as we ought, we must know the doctrine of God, the doctrine of Christ, the doctrine of salvation, just to name a few. But our knowledge must not come from textbook dogmatics but from the Bible—its history, its narratives, its poetry, its parables, its didactic passages, its apocalyptic sections. The Bible provides a multifaceted, many-textured, vital knowledge of God that anoints the mind and affections with love. I cannot urge enough the necessity of knowing the Word of God. Begin by learning one book, perhaps Romans. Know its theme, its divisions, its unity. What you know and believe about God is everything, because what you know and believe will determine how you live. Doctrine determines conduct. Right doctrine makes it possible to “wage the good warfare.”

  Second, we see that if we are to fight well, we must hold on to “a good conscience.” The conscience was an immense issue for Paul, like a looming planet that filled his whole horizon. Three other times in the Pastorals Paul referenced the importance of a healthy conscience. In 1:5 he told Timothy that the purpose for commanding the elders to stop teaching false doctrine was to bring them back to “love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” In 3:9 he taught that church leaders “must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience.” In 2 Timothy 1:3 he substantiated his own ministry, saying, “I thank God whom I serve, as did my ancestors, with a clear conscience.”

  The rest of the New Testament testifies to Paul’s empowerment through “a good conscience.” He courageously took his stand before the Sanhedrin, looked them straight in the eye, and declared, “Brothers, I have lived my life before God in all good conscience up to this day” (Acts 23:1). Then standing before Governor Felix he confidently declared, “So I always take pains to have a clear conscience toward both God and man” (Acts 24:16). To the Romans Paul voiced his amazing affirmation of love for his people as true because it was spoken with a clear conscience: “I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 9:1). Thus we see that for Paul “a good conscience” is at the very root of waging the good warfare.

  Not only that, but by coupling “faith and a good conscience” as he has, Paul was saying that “a good conscience” is key to maintaining a sound “faith.” John Calvin put this succinctly: “A bad conscience is the mother of all heresies.”6 That is all too true! I have seen friends with whom I spent a whole night praying for the world, or another whom I never dreamed would stray, so chronically violate their consciences that they later gave up the faith. When morals slip, doctrine ebbs, and the fight is soon lost.

  The necessity of a clear conscience should loom planet-like on our horizons. Conscious disobedience will kill our spiritual life. Obedience to Christ may appear to be legalistic by society’s standards, but our conscience calls out. Some habit may be okay for others, but for you it is wrong because your conscience says so. There may be an attitude or thought pattern that no one else can detect and you are free to nourish—at the expense of your conscience. It may be an attachment that is wrong, but the only voice telling you so is your conscience. If your inner voice calls to you, heed it. Do not sin against your conscience. This is all so hard—especially today when conscience is dismissed as a mere safety device, collectively created to protect civility. But God’s Word is clear—we must cultivate “a good conscience.”

  “A good conscience” is the mother of a sound faith and the wherewithal to wage “the good warfare.” This has been my experience. I can stand up to substantial pressure if my conscience is clear. But without a clear conscience, there is no power to endure or resist.

  In the last chapter we considered the early martyr of the English Reformation Thomas Bilney, who was burned in 1531, and also Hugh Latimer, who was burned in 1555. There were also two other martyrs who died within a year of each other—Nicholas Ridley who was burned along with Latimer in 1555 and Thomas Cranmer who died at the stake in 1556.

  Thomas Cranmer had served as Archbishop of Canterbury. But he is most remembered for his 1549 and 1552 editions of the Book of Common Prayer. (I had the privilege of viewing the original during a private tour of Jesus College some years ago with my two sons.) Cranmer had been forced to watch the burnings of Latimer and Ridley, and after much pressure he signed a number of recantations. But on the eve of his execution his courage returned as he stood in St. Mary’s Church in Oxford. Instead of repeating his recantations, he repudiated them. Why? He said:

  
  
  And now I come to the great thing which so much troubleth my conscience, more than any thing that ever I did or said in my whole life, and that is the setting abroad of a writing contrary to the truth, which now here I renounce and refuse as things written with my hand contrary to the truth which I thought in my heart, and written for fear of death, and to save my life, if it might be. . . . And forasmuch as my hand hath offendeth, writing contrary to my heart, therefore my hand shall first be punished; for when I come to the fire, it shall first be burned.7

  

  
  When he came to the stake the next day, “Then it was, that stretching out his right hand, he held it unshrinkingly in the fire till it was burnt to a cinder, even before his body was injured, frequently exclaiming, ‘This unworthy right hand!’”8 What power there is in faith and a clear conscience! Thomas Cranmer waged the good warfare!

  Our warfare is far less dramatic. Nevertheless, God’s Word holds true. There are two necessities for staying on course to the end. First is “holding faith,” the objective deposit of the apostolic faith—right doctrine. Second is “holding . . . a good conscience”—the subjective treasure of a holy life. Armed with faith and a clear conscience the Christian can withstand all Hell! With faith and a clear conscience you will finish the fight well.

  
  Failing (vv. 19b, 20)

  Notable shipwrecks. While some of the elders in Ephesus had fought well, others had failed miserably, and Paul noted them by name: “By rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith, among whom are Hymenaeus and Alexander” (vv. 19b, 20a). “Rejected” refers in the Greek to “a good conscience.”9 Hymenaeus and Alexander willfully and deliberately rejected their conscience.

  And they literally shipwrecked not “their faith” but the faith, as Gordon Fee points out.10 Their doctrine was on the rocks. We know that Hymenaeus went overboard on his eschatology because 2 Timothy 2:17, 18 mentions “Hymenaeus and Philetus, who have swerved from the truth, saying that that the resurrection has already happened. They are upsetting the faith of some.” Perhaps Alexander was also crazed by this “over-realized” eschatology. The point is, they wandered away from the gospel—and it all began with the deliberate rejection of their conscience.
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