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How to Read the Bible with John Stott
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			During John Stott’s life (1921–2011), he was one of the world’s master Bible teachers. Christians on every continent heard and read John Stott’s exposition of Scripture, which was at once instructive and inspiring. With over eight million copies of his more than fifty books sold in dozens of languages, it is not surprising that Time magazine recognized him in 2005 as one of the “100 Most Influential People in the World” and Christianity Today called him “evangelicalism’s premier teacher and preacher.” At the core of his ministry was the Bible and his beloved Bible Speaks Today series, which he originated as New Testament series editor. He himself contributed several volumes to the series, which have now been edited for this Reading the Bible with John Stott series.

			The purpose of this series is to offer excerpts of Stott’s The Message of 1 Timothy & Titus and The Message of 2 Timothy in brief readings, suitable for daily use. Though Stott was himself an able scholar, this series avoids technicalities and scholarly debates, with each reading emphasizing the substance, significance, and application of the text.

			Following each set of six readings is found a discussion guide. This can be used by individuals to help them dig more deeply into the text. It can also be used by study groups meeting regularly. Individuals in the groups can go through the readings between group meetings and then use the discussion guide to help the group understand and apply the Scripture passage. Discussions are designed to last between forty-five and sixty minutes. Guidelines for leaders at the end of this volume offer many helpful suggestions for having a successful meeting.

			If you are a group member, you can help everyone present in the following ways:

			
					Read and pray through the readings before you meet.

					Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader won’t be lecturing. Instead all will be asked to discuss what they have learned.

					Stick to the topic being discussed. The focus is the particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible or outside sources. This will allow everyone to participate on equal footing.

					Listen attentively to what others have to say. Be careful not to talk too much but encourage a balanced discussion among all participants. You may be surprised by what you can learn from others. Generally, questions do not have one right answer but are intended to encourage various dimensions of the text.

					Expect God to teach you through the passage and through what others have to say.

					
Use the following guidelines and read them at the start of the first session.
	We will make the group a safe place by keeping confidential what is said in the group about personal matters.

	We will provide time for each person to talk who wants to.

	We will listen attentively to each other.

	We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about others.

	We will be cautious about giving advice to one another.





			

			John Stott had an immense impact on the church in the last half of the twentieth century. With these volumes readers today can continue to benefit from the riches of the Bible that Stott opened to millions.
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			Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus have become known as the pastoral letters. The apostle’s overriding preoccupation throughout all three letters is with the truth, that it may be faithfully guarded and handed on. The pertinence of this theme in our contemporary world is evident. Today people freely declare that there is no such thing as objective or universal truth; that all so-called truth is purely subjective, being culturally conditioned; and that therefore we all have our own truth, which has as much right to respect as anybody else’s. Such thinking affirms the independent validity of every faith and ideology, and demands in shrill tones that we abandon as impossibly arrogant any attempt to convert somebody (let alone everybody) to our opinion.

			In contrast to this relativizing of truth, it is wonderfully refreshing to read Paul’s unambiguous commitment to it. As the apostle develops his thesis, we become aware of the existence of four groups of people and of the interplay between them: Paul and his fellow apostles, the false teachers, Timothy and Titus, and the pastors they are to select and appoint.

			First there is Paul himself, who identifies himself at the beginning of all three letters as an apostle of Jesus Christ, adding in two of these letters that his apostleship is by the will or the command of God. All through these letters his self-conscious apostolic authority is apparent as he issues commands and expects obedience. Also, again and again, he refers to what he calls “the truth,” “the faith,” “the sound doctrine,” “the teaching,” or “the deposit.” The plain implication is that a body of doctrine exists which, having been revealed and given by God, is objectively true. It is the teaching of the apostles. Paul constantly calls Timothy and Titus back to it, together with the churches they oversee.

			Second, in opposition to Paul, there are false teachers. They are deviationists engaged in teaching what is alien to the teaching of the apostles. They have wandered and swerved from the faith. What they are spreading is not an alternative truth but falsehood.

			Third, there are Timothy and Titus. They stand between the apostle and the church in the sense that they represent him and relay his teaching to the church. They have been appointed to oversee the churches in Ephesus and Crete respectively, yet their job specification has been written by Paul.

			Fourth, there are the true and trustworthy pastors Timothy and Titus are to appoint. In both letters Paul lays down the conditions of eligibility they must fulfill. Apart from a consistent moral character and a Christian home life, they must also be loyal to the apostles’ teaching and have a teaching gift so they will be able to both teach the truth and confute error.

			Three stages of teaching lie behind the pastoral letters. These stages are clearly set out in 2 Timothy 2:2, where what Timothy has heard from Paul he is to “entrust to reliable people” (the pastors), who in turn will “also be qualified to teach others” (the churches). It is noteworthy that in this verse reliability to the Word and an ability to teach it are the two essential qualifications for the pastorate.

			What makes doctrinal succession possible is that the teaching of the apostles was written down and has now been bequeathed to us in the New Testament. Just as Paul told Timothy to attend to Old Testament Scripture and to his written instructions, so we must do the same. For Paul is now permanently absent. His approaching death looms behind all three pastoral letters, especially behind 2 Timothy, in which he states explicitly that the time of his departure has come. So his paramount concern is to ensure the preservation of his teaching after his death. Now, Paul has been dead a long time. And there is no living apostle who can take his place. Instead, we have his writings. Indeed we have the whole Bible, both the Old and the New Testaments, the written legacy of the prophets and the apostles.

			John Stott
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1 Timothy 1


			
True or False?
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			Threefold Greeting

			1 Timothy 1:1-2

			1Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope,

			2To Timothy my true son in the faith:

			Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord.

			The beginning of Paul’s first letter to Timothy is conventional. Paul announces himself as the author, Timothy as his correspondent, and God as the source of the grace, mercy, and peace which Paul wishes Timothy to enjoy. He is not content, however, with a bare greeting like “Paul to Timothy: Grace.” Instead, each of the three persons involved is elaborated.

			As in nine of his thirteen New Testament letters, Paul designates himself “an apostle of Christ Jesus.” Paul claims to be an apostle of Christ on a level with the Twelve Jesus had named “apostles,” with all the teaching authority this represented. He was an apostle of Christ, chosen, called, appointed, equipped, and authorized directly by Christ. To put the matter beyond dispute or misunderstanding, Paul adds that God the Father was involved with Christ Jesus in commissioning him; it was by their command that he was an apostle.

			Further, Paul locates his apostleship in a historical context whose beginning was the saving activity of “God our Savior” in the birth, death, and resurrection of Jesus and whose culmination will be “Christ Jesus our hope,” his personal and glorious coming, which is the object of our Christian hope and which will bring down the curtain on history.

			Paul then designates Timothy as “my true son in the faith.” Spiritually, Timothy is Paul’s genuine child, partly because he was responsible for his conversion and partly because Timothy has faithfully followed his teaching and example. By affirming Timothy’s genuineness, Paul aims to reinforce his authority in the church.

			After describing himself and Timothy, Paul refers to the God who binds them together in his family. What unites them is their common share in “grace, mercy and peace.” Each word tells us something about the human condition. Grace is God’s kindness to the guilty and undeserving, mercy is his pity on the wretched who cannot save themselves, and peace is his reconciliation of those who were previously alienated from him and from one another. All three issue from the same source: “God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord.” Father and Son are bracketed as the single source of divine blessing, as they were in verse 1 as the single author of the divine command which constituted Paul an apostle.

			Misuse of the Law

			1 Timothy 1:3-7

			3As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain people not to teach false doctrines any longer 4or to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies. Such things promote controversial speculations rather than advancing God’s work—which is by faith. 5The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. 6Some have departed from these and have turned to meaningless talk. 7   They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm.

			Paul confirms an earlier appeal for Timothy to remain in Ephesus so that he might “command certain people not to teach false doctrines any longer.” Who were these false teachers, and what were they teaching? Paul writes that they “want to be teachers of the law.” There is actually a great need for Christian teachers of the moral law (the Ten Commandments as expounded by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount), for it is through the teaching of the law that we come to a consciousness of our sin and learn the implications of loving our neighbor.

			Evidently, then, there is both a right and a wrong, a legitimate and an illegitimate, use of the law. How are the false teachers misusing the law? Timothy is to command them not to “devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies.” It seems that the false teaching was primarily a Jewish aberration. There was a kind of fanciful Jewish literature which rewrote and embellished Old Testament history, and Paul may be referring to these imaginative writings. At the same time, the law teachers are not the Judaizers Paul opposed in his letter to the Galatians and who taught salvation by obedience to the law. Instead, these people treat the law as a hunting ground for their conjectures. To Paul their approach is frivolous; God had given his law to his people for a much more serious purpose.

			Paul indicates two consequences of the false teaching, which are enough in themselves to condemn it: it obstructs both faith and love. False teachings “promote controversial speculations rather than advancing God’s work—which is by faith.” Speculation raises doubts, while revelation evokes faith. “The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” To depart from these things is to be caught up in “meaningless talk.”

			Thus Paul paints a double contrast: between speculation and faith in God’s revelation, and between controversy and love for one another. Here are two practical tests for us to apply to all teaching. The first is the test of faith: Does it come from God, being in agreement with apostolic doctrine (so that it may be received by faith), or is it the product of fertile human imagination? The second is the test of love: Does it promote unity in the body of Christ, or if not (since truth itself can divide), is it irresponsibly divisive? The ultimate criteria by which to judge any teaching are whether it promotes the glory of God and the good of the church.

			Law for Lawbreakers

			1 Timothy 1:8-11

			8We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. 9We also know that the law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and irreligious, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers, 10for the sexually immoral, for those practicing homosexuality, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—and for whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine 11that conforms to the gospel concerning the glory of the blessed God, which he entrusted to me.

			Paul now turns from the wrong use of the law to its right use. He sets his knowledge in contrast to the ignorance of the false teachers. “We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. We also know that law is made . . . for lawbreakers.” Putting together these two truths “we know,” we reach the striking statement that the lawful use of the law is for the lawless. All law is designed for those whose natural tendency is not to keep it but to break it. It is only because as fallen human beings we have a natural tendency to lawlessness that we need the law at all.

			The statement that the law is “not for the righteous” cannot refer to those who are righteous in the sense of “justified,” since Paul insists elsewhere that the justified do still need the law for their sanctification. Nor can it be taken to mean that some people exist who are so righteous that they do not need the law to guide them, but only that some people think they are. “The righteous” in these contexts means “the self-righteous.”

			Paul proceeds to illustrate the principle of “law for the lawless” with eleven examples of law-breaking. The first six words, which he sets in pairs, appear to be more general than specific. These clearly involve our duty to God and may refer to the first four of the Ten Commandments. The next five words are extremely specific in relation to our duty to our neighbor and evidently allude to commandments five to nine.

			It is noteworthy that sins that contravene the law (as breaches of the Ten Commandments) are also contrary to the sound doctrine of the gospel. So the moral standards of the gospel do not differ from the moral standards of the law. We must not imagine that, because we have embraced the gospel, we may now repudiate the law.

			To be sure, the law is impotent to save us, and we have been released from the law’s condemnation, so that we are no longer “under” it in that sense. But God sent his Son to die for us and now puts his Spirit within us in order that the righteous requirement of the law may be fulfilled in us. There is no antithesis between law and gospel in the moral standards they teach; the antithesis is in the way of salvation, since the law condemns, while the gospel justifies.

			Abundant Grace

			1 Timothy 1:12-14

			12I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me trustworthy, appointing me to his service. 13Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. 14The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.

			Turning from the false teachers and their misuse of the law, Paul now writes about himself and the gospel that has been entrusted to him. He retells the story of his conversion and commissioning, sandwiching it between two paeans of praise (the second to come in verse 17).

			In particular Paul mentions three related blessings. First, “I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength.” It is striking that he refers to the inner strength Christ has given him even before he specifies the ministry for which he needed to be strengthened. The appointment would have been inconceivable without the equipment. Second, he thanks Christ “that he considered me trustworthy.” This cannot mean that Jesus Christ trusted Paul because he perceived him to be inherently trustworthy; Paul’s fitness or faithfulness was due rather to the inner strength he had been promised. Third, he thanks Christ for “appointing me to his service.” While Christian service takes many forms, Paul clearly refers to his commissioning as apostle to the Gentiles.

			Paul gives further substance to his thanksgiving by reminding Timothy what he had been, how he received mercy, and why God had mercy on him. He uses three words to describe what he had been: “a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man.” Perhaps the apostle intends to portray an ascending scale of evil from words (of blasphemy) through deeds (of persecution) to thoughts (of deep-seated hostility). When he opposed the gospel, he “acted in ignorance and unbelief.” He is not saying that his ignorance established a claim on God’s mercy (or mercy would no longer be mercy, nor would grace be grace), but only that his opposition was not open-eyed and willful.

			Humanly speaking, there was no hope for someone as malicious and aggressive as Paul was. But he was not beyond the mercy of God.

			To mercy Paul adds grace, which “was poured out on me abundantly.” Grace overflowed like a river at flood stage, which bursts its banks and irresistibly carries everything before it. What the river of grace brought with it was not devastation but blessing, in particular “the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” Grace flooded with faith a heart previously filled with unbelief and flooded with love a heart previously polluted with hatred. No wonder Paul’s life is permeated with thanksgiving, not only for his salvation but also for the privilege of having been made an apostle of Christ.

			A Trustworthy Saying

			1 Timothy 1:15-17

			15Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. 16But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe in him and receive eternal life. 17Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen.

			Paul quotes the first of the five “trustworthy sayings” that occur in the pastoral letters. On each occasion the saying is pithy, almost proverbial. Perhaps it is a familiar quotation from an early hymn or creed, to which Paul gives his own apostolic endorsement.

			This “trustworthy saying” is a concise summary of the gospel. First, the content of the gospel is true and trustworthy, in distinction to the speculative nonsense of the false teachers. Second, the offer of the gospel is universal; it deserves to be accepted by all. Third, the essence of the gospel is that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” This statement alludes to both Christ’s incarnation and his atonement. Fourth, the application of the gospel is personal. The universal offer is one thing; its individual acceptance is another.

			What did Paul mean when he called himself “the worst of sinners”? He was so vividly aware of his own sins that he could not conceive that anybody could be worse. This is the language of every sinner whose conscience has been awakened and disturbed by the Holy Spirit.

			If Paul’s ignorant unbelief in the past was one reason why God had mercy on him, a second was related to the faith of others in the future, so that “Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe in him and receive eternal life.” Although Paul’s conversion had a number of unique features, it was also a prototype of all subsequent conversions because it was an exhibition of Christ’s infinite patience. The conversion of Saul of Tarsus on the Damascus road remains a standing source of hope to otherwise hopeless cases.

			Paul breaks out into a spontaneous doxology in which he makes use of some phrases from an early liturgical form. He addresses God as “the King,” the sovereign ruler of all things, who not only reigns over the natural order and the historical process but has also established his special kingdom through Christ and by the Spirit over his redeemed people. The divine King is “eternal,” beyond the fluctuations of time. He is “immortal,” beyond the ravages of decay and death. He is “invisible,” beyond the limits of every horizon. No one has seen God, but his glory is displayed in the creation and reached its zenith in the incarnate Son. And he is “the only God.” He has no rivals. To this great “King, eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God,” Paul ascribes what is his due: “honor and glory for ever and ever.” To this doxology all Christians can say “Amen.”

			Fight Well and Hold On

			1 Timothy 1:18-20

			18Timothy, my son, I am giving you this command in keeping with the prophecies once made about you, so that by recalling them you may fight the battle well, 19holding on to faith and a good conscience, which some have rejected and so have suffered shipwreck with regard to the faith. 20Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme.

			Paul reminds Timothy both of the special father-son relationship that bound them together and of the circumstances of his ordination. Paul does not specify the “battle” Timothy is called to “fight well.” Certainly to defend the revealed truth of God against those who deny or distort it is to engage in a dangerous and difficult fight that demands spiritual weapons. In particular, Timothy must keep “holding on to faith and a good conscience.”

			Timothy possesses two valuable things that he must carefully guard, an objective treasure called the “faith,” meaning the apostolic faith, and a subjective one called “a good conscience.” They need to be preserved together, which is what Hymenaeus and Alexander have failed to do. Having pushed away their conscience, they have shipwrecked their faith. Conversely, it is by preserving a good conscience that Timothy will be able to keep the faith. Thus belief and behavior, conviction and conscience, the intellectual and the moral, are closely linked. If we disregard the voice of conscience, allowing sin to remain unconfessed and unforsaken, our faith will not long survive.

			So serious was the apostasy of Hymenaeus and Alexander that Paul writes of them: “whom I have handed over to Satan.” This almost certainly means excommunication. Since the church is the dwelling place of God, it follows that to be ejected from it is to be sent back into the world, the habitat of Satan. Radical though this punishment is, it is not permanent or irrevocable. Its purpose is remedial, so the offenders may be “taught not to blaspheme.” The implication is that, once the lesson has been learned, the excommunicated persons may be restored to the fellowship.

			In this first chapter, which concerns the place of doctrine in the local church, Paul gives valuable instruction about false teaching. Its essential nature is that it is a deviation from revealed truth. Its damaging results are that it replaces faith with speculation and love with dissension. Its fundamental cause is the rejection of a good conscience before God. In the face of such a situation, Timothy is to stay at his post and to fight well, both demolishing error and contending earnestly for the truth.

		


		
			

			
1 Timothy 1


			
DISCUSSION GUIDE


			OPEN


			When is it difficult for you to practice God’s truth instead of being less than honest?

			STUDY


			Read 1 Timothy 1.

			
					From this first section of his letter to Timothy, what do we learn about Paul?

					What false teachings did Paul point out for Timothy?

					What do verses 6-7 tell us about the nature and consequences of false teaching?
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