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Introduction 

God's Blueprint for the Church 

A Verse-by-Verse Commentary on 1 Timothy 

By Dr. Paul Crawford 

The church is God's idea. It was conceived in eternity past, purchased by the blood of Jesus Christ, 

empowered by the Holy Spirit, and commissioned to proclaim the gospel to the ends of the earth. Yet in 

every generation, believers face the challenge of remaining faithful to God's design rather than 

conforming to the ever-changing patterns of the world. For this reason, the Apostle Paul wrote his first 

letter to Timothy—a young pastor entrusted with the difficult task of leading the church at Ephesus. 

More than a personal letter from a seasoned apostle to his spiritual son, 1 Timothy serves as a divine 

handbook for church life and ministry. Within its six chapters, Paul addresses some of the most 

important issues facing the church: sound doctrine, false teaching, public worship, prayer, church 

leadership, spiritual maturity, pastoral responsibility, godly relationships, stewardship, and faithful 

perseverance. Through these inspired instructions, God provides a timeless blueprint for how His 

church is to function and fulfill its mission in the world. 

The importance of this letter cannot be overstated. In a day when many churches are abandoning 

biblical truth for cultural acceptance, 1 Timothy calls believers back to the authority of Scripture and 

the centrality of the gospel. Paul's words remind us that the church is not a human organization to be 

managed according to worldly wisdom, but a spiritual body governed by the Word of God and led by 

the Lord Jesus Christ. 

At the heart of this epistle is Paul's concern for sound doctrine. He understood that what a church 

believes ultimately determines how a church behaves. False teaching produces spiritual confusion and 



moral compromise, while biblical truth produces godliness and faithful service. Therefore, Timothy 

was commanded to guard the truth, confront error, and teach the Word faithfully. 

Another major emphasis of the letter is leadership. God establishes clear qualifications for pastors and 

deacons, emphasizing character over charisma and spiritual maturity over worldly success. In an age 

that often measures leadership by popularity and influence, 1 Timothy reminds us that God's standard is 

holiness, integrity, and faithfulness. 

Throughout this commentary, we will examine each passage verse by verse, seeking to understand its 

historical context, theological significance, practical application, and relevance for today's church. 

Special attention will be given to key Greek terms, doctrinal truths, and pastoral principles that emerge 

from the text. Our goal is not merely to gain knowledge but to deepen our commitment to Christ and 

His church. 

Whether you are a pastor, church leader, Bible teacher, or faithful believer seeking to grow in your 

understanding of God's Word, my prayer is that this study will strengthen your faith and equip you for 

service. May the Holy Spirit use these pages to encourage, instruct, and challenge you as we explore 

God's blueprint for the church together. 

As Paul declared, the church is "the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and 

ground of the truth" (1 Timothy 3:15). May we faithfully uphold that truth until our Lord Jesus Christ 

returns. 

Soli Deo Gloria. 

Preface 
The church of Jesus Christ stands as God's chosen instrument for proclaiming the gospel, making 

disciples, and bringing glory to His name throughout the world. Yet many churches today find 

themselves struggling with confusion concerning doctrine, leadership, worship, and spiritual priorities. 

In such times, it is essential that we return to the Scriptures and rediscover God's original design for His 

church. 

The Book of 1 Timothy provides one of the clearest and most practical guides in all of Scripture for 

understanding how the church should function. Written by the Apostle Paul to his young protégé 

Timothy, this inspired letter addresses issues that remain just as relevant today as they were nearly two 

thousand years ago. Questions about false teaching, church leadership, public worship, prayer, 

godliness, stewardship, and pastoral ministry are all answered within its pages. 

This commentary was written with a simple goal: to help believers understand and apply God's Word 

faithfully. Rather than approaching 1 Timothy merely as an ancient letter, we will study it as the living 

and active Word of God that continues to speak to the church today. Every chapter contains timeless 

truths that challenge believers to pursue holiness, defend sound doctrine, and serve Christ with 

unwavering commitment. 

As part of the Crawford Bible Commentary series, this volume follows a verse-by-verse approach to 

Scripture. Each passage is examined in its historical context, doctrinal significance, and practical 



application. Special attention is given to important Greek word studies, theological insights, and 

pastoral principles that help illuminate the meaning of the text. My desire is not only to explain what 

the passage meant to its original audience but also to demonstrate how it applies to believers in the 

twenty-first century. 

This book is intended for pastors, teachers, church leaders, Bible study groups, and individual 

Christians who desire a deeper understanding of God's Word. Whether you are preparing sermons, 

leading a Bible study, teaching a Sunday school class, or simply seeking personal spiritual growth, I 

trust that this commentary will prove to be a useful resource. 

As I completed this study, I was continually reminded that the health of the church depends upon its 

commitment to biblical truth. Programs, personalities, and traditions may have their place, but only 

God's Word possesses the power to transform lives and sustain the church through every generation. 

The message Paul delivered to Timothy remains urgently needed today: "Take heed unto thyself, and 

unto the doctrine; continue in them" (1 Timothy 4:16). 

It is my prayer that this commentary will encourage believers to love God's church more deeply, serve 

Christ more faithfully, and stand firmly upon the unchanging truth of Scripture. May the Lord use these 

pages to strengthen His people and equip them for the work of the ministry until the day when the 

Chief Shepherd appears in glory. 

To God alone be the glory. 

Dr. Paul Crawford 

Crawford Bible Commentary 

Introduction to 1 Timothy Chapter 1 

Grace, Law, and the Worst of Sinners: The Gospel That Produces Both Sound Doctrine 

and Genuine Love 

First Timothy is a pastoral letter — one of three letters Paul wrote to specific individuals entrusted with 

the care of specific churches (the others being 2 Timothy and Titus, collectively called the Pastoral 

Epistles). It is addressed to Timothy, Paul's most trusted co-worker and son in the faith, who has been 

left in Ephesus to deal with a specific and urgent problem: false teachers within the church who are 

promoting speculative teachings, misusing the law, and producing theological controversy rather than 

the godly formation that sound doctrine is supposed to supply. The letter is simultaneously a personal 

word of pastoral encouragement to a young leader under pressure and a practical manual for the ordering 

of the community he has been charged to lead. 

Chapter 1 establishes the letter's central concerns with remarkable efficiency. The opening charge — stay 

in Ephesus so that you may command certain people not to teach false doctrines — sets the immediate 

context: Timothy is being asked to do a specific and difficult thing in a specific and difficult place. The 

false teaching that is being combated is characterized less by a specific heretical content than by its 

effects: myths and endless genealogies that promote controversies rather than advancing God's work, 

which is by faith. The goal of the charge is equally specific: the love that comes from a pure heart and a 



good conscience and a sincere faith. Doctrine is not the goal. Love is the goal. Sound doctrine is the 

means by which the community is formed into the love that the gospel produces. 

The heart of the chapter is Paul's personal testimony in verses 12-17 — one of the most moving passages 

in all his letters. He describes himself as the worst of sinners: a blasphemer, a persecutor, a man of 

violence, who acted ignorantly in unbelief. And the mercy shown to him — the worst of sinners — is 

offered as the supreme exhibit of the patience of Christ Jesus, displayed for a purpose: so that in him, the 

worst sinner, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe 

in him and receive eternal life. Paul is the proof of concept for the gospel's reach. If the mercy extended 

to him is the exhibit of what the gospel can do, then the gospel can reach anyone. The worst sinner is the 

demonstration that no one is beyond the scope of what Christ's patience and grace will pursue. 

The chapter closes with the charge renewed — the good fight of faith, the keeping of the faith and good 

conscience that Paul urges on Timothy. And the warning about Hymenaeus and Alexander, who have 

shipwrecked their faith, is the negative example that gives the positive charge its urgency. The fight is 

real. The possibility of shipwreck is real. And the community at Ephesus, with its false teachers and its 

theological controversies, is exactly the kind of environment in which the fight must be most deliberately 

maintained. Timothy is not being asked to do something theoretical or abstract. He is being asked to 

guard the deposit of the gospel in a community that is actively being pulled in a different direction — 

and the resource for the guarding is not his own theological confidence but the grace of Christ that has 

been displayed in the worst of sinners and that is more than sufficient for everything the fight requires. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We come to 1 Timothy chapter 1 as people who need both the charge and the testimony 

that this chapter delivers. We need the charge — the reminder that sound doctrine matters, 

that the goal of the command is love from a pure heart, that the law has its proper use and 

its improper misuse, and that the fight of faith is real enough to require the deliberate, 

sustained engagement that the word fight implies. And we need the testimony — the 

reminder that the gospel's reach extends to the worst of sinners, that the mercy shown to 

the persecutor and blasphemer is the exhibit of a patience that has no limit, and that the 

person who despairs of being too far gone to receive what the gospel offers has not yet 

encountered the Christ who made Paul His demonstration project. 

Lord, form us in the love that the chapter describes as the goal: the love that comes from 

a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. Let the sound doctrine that the 

chapter defends do in us what sound doctrine is supposed to do — not produce theological 

controversy or speculative disputation, but advance the work of God by faith, forming us 

into the people whose lives are characterized by the love that only a pure heart and a 

good conscience and a genuine faith can generate. 

And for those who read this chapter from the position of the worst sinner — who know too 

well what it means to have been a blasphemer or a persecutor or a person of violence — 

let the exhibit of Paul be the exhibit that reaches them. The patience of Christ that received 

the worst of sinners is the same patience that is available to receive the worst of us. In 

Jesus' name, Amen. 



 

1 Timothy 1:1–4 

The Charge at Ephesus: Stay, Command, and Protect the Goal 

(1) Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the command of God our Savior 
 and of Christ Jesus our hope, 
 (2) To Timothy my true son in the faith: 
 Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. 
 (3) As 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 
 (4) or to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies. 
 Such things promote controversial speculations rather than advancing God's work— 
 which is by faith. 

THE CONTEXT 

The greeting of 1 Timothy is more theologically loaded than its brevity suggests. Paul identifies himself 

as an apostle by the command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope — two descriptions that 

together establish the eschatological frame within which the entire letter operates. God is Savior — the 

one who acts to rescue. Christ is hope — the one in whom the future is anchored. The apostleship that 

Paul exercises is grounded in the saving action and the future hope of the God who sent him. The 

authority behind the letter is the authority of the God who saves and the Christ who is coming. 

The relationship identified in the greeting — Timothy, my true son in the faith — is the personal context 

that shapes everything the letter will say. This is not a formal ecclesiastical communication. It is a father 

speaking to a son. The grace, mercy, and peace that Paul pronounces over Timothy are not conventional 

opening pleasantries. They are the specific gifts that the son in the faith will need for the specific 

assignment the letter is about to describe. Timothy needs grace for the inadequacy he feels. He needs 

mercy for the failures that will come. And he needs peace in the midst of the controversy and the false 

teaching and the pressure that the Ephesian assignment places on him. 

The charge of verse 3 arrives immediately and without preamble: stay in Ephesus and command certain 

people to stop teaching false doctrines. The stay is the first and most practically costly element of the 

charge. The most natural response to a community under the pressure of false teaching and theological 

controversy might be to leave — to find a less contested assignment, to deploy the gifts elsewhere where 

the reception would be more favorable. Timothy is being asked to stay. The staying is the assignment. 

And the specific task within the staying is the command to certain people — people who are presumably 

known to Timothy, people whose false teaching is specific enough to be addressed — to stop. 

The description of the false teaching in verse 4 is more about its effects than its content: myths and 

endless genealogies that promote controversial speculations rather than advancing God's work by faith. 

The word translated controversial speculations — ekzeteseis — suggests the kind of speculative 

theological disputation that generates more heat than light, that produces the appearance of religious 

engagement without the formation that genuine faith produces. The contrast — controversies rather than 

God's work by faith — is the chapter's first statement of its central concern: the distinction between the 

theological engagement that produces formation and the theological engagement that produces only 

argument. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 



From Paul — an apostle of Christ Jesus by the direct command of God our Savior and Christ 

Jesus our hope — to Timothy, my genuine son in the faith. Grace, mercy, and peace from God the 

Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. When I left for Macedonia, I urged you to stay on in Ephesus 

so that you could instruct certain people to stop teaching different doctrines. They need to stop 

spending their time on myths and endless speculations about genealogies. These things just 

generate controversy — they don't advance the work of God, which moves by faith. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Stay there in Ephesus": This signifies The First and Most Practically Demanding Element of the 

Charge Is the Requirement to Remain in the Difficult Place Rather Than Find an Easier One. 

The instruction to stay is the charge that precedes every other charge in the letter — and it is worth noting 

its placement. Before the command about false teachers, before the instructions about church order, 

before the theological teaching that will occupy the rest of the letter — stay. The staying is the 

fundamental obedience that makes everything else possible. The temptation that Timothy faces is not 

primarily the temptation of false doctrine. It is the temptation of departure — of finding a less contested, 

less exhausting, less personally costly assignment. Paul's charge resists this temptation before it can be 

acted on. The difficult community is the assignment. The contested theological environment is where 

Timothy's gifts are needed. Staying is the obedience. 

"Such things promote controversial speculations rather than advancing God's work — which is by 

faith": This signifies The Test of Any Theological Engagement Is Whether It Produces Formation 

or Only Argument. 

The criterion Paul applies to the false teaching is not primarily doctrinal correctness — though that 

matters — but functional outcome. What does the teaching produce? The answer for the false teachers at 

Ephesus is: controversial speculations. The teaching generates argument, dispute, and the self-

perpetuating cycle of theological controversy that consumes the community's attention and energy 

without producing the formation that genuine faith requires. The contrast — God's work, which is by 

faith — specifies what the alternative produces: the advancement of the divine purpose through the faith 

that the word generates and sustains. The test is fruit. Doctrine that produces argument without formation 

has failed at its most basic function, regardless of its technical correctness. 

"To Timothy my true son in the faith — grace, mercy and peace": This signifies The Three Gifts 

Paul Pronounces Over Timothy Are Precisely the Gifts Most Needed for the Assignment Being 

Described. 

The triple blessing of grace, mercy, and peace is not the conventional opening of a letter to a junior 

colleague. It is the precise pastoral provision for a specific person in a specific difficulty. Grace for the 

inadequacy that the assignment exposes — the recognition that Timothy's own resources are insufficient 

for the resistance of false teaching and the ordering of the Ephesian community. Mercy for the failures 

that will accompany even the most faithful effort — the pastoral acknowledgment that the son in the faith 

will not execute the assignment perfectly. And peace — the shalom that the letter of 2 Thessalonians 

described as the gift of the Lord of peace Himself, given at all times and in every way, the interior stability 

that no amount of external controversy can remove from the person who is held in the God who gives it. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Receive the Calling to Stay in the Difficult Place as the Primary Form of Obedience Available to 

You: The stay of verse 3 is addressed to every person who has been placed in a difficult community, a 

contested theological environment, a demanding pastoral assignment, and who is tempted to find a less 

costly place to deploy their gifts. The most common form of ministerial disobedience in every generation 



is not doctrinal compromise or ethical failure. It is departure from the difficult place in favor of the easier 

one. Timothy's assignment is the difficult place. The instruction is to stay. The staying is not the 

preliminary to the assignment. It is the assignment. Whatever Ephesus represents in your context — 

whatever the contested, demanding, personally costly assignment is — the first form of faithfulness is 

the staying. 

2. Test Every Theological Engagement by Its Fruit, Not Only Its Content: The criterion Paul applies 

to the false teaching — does it produce formation or controversy? — is the most practically useful test 

available for any theological engagement. Doctrine that generates endless controversy without advancing 

the formation of the community in faith and love has failed at its primary function, regardless of how 

sophisticated or technically accurate its content. The contemporary church's tendency to invest enormous 

energy in theological controversy that produces only more theological controversy — without the fruit 

of genuine formation in the love that Paul will identify in verse 5 as the goal — is the Ephesian problem 

in contemporary dress. Ask of every theological engagement: is this advancing God's work by faith, or 

is it generating controversy that serves no one's formation? 

3. Receive the Three Gifts of the Greeting as the Specific Provision for the Specific Difficulty of 

Your Assignment: The grace, mercy, and peace that Paul pronounces over Timothy are not generic 

blessings. They are the specific gifts for a specific difficulty. The person who is attempting to stay in the 

difficult place where they have been called needs exactly these three: grace for the inadequacy the 

difficulty exposes, mercy for the failures the effort will produce, and peace for the interior stability that 

the external controversy cannot provide. Receive these as what they are — the specific provision of the 

God who knows the specific nature of the assignment and who has already supplied what it requires. The 

grace and mercy and peace are not aspirational. They are the already-given gifts of the God who knows 

what you are facing. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The description of the false teaching as promoting controversial speculations rather than advancing God's 

work by faith is one of the most immediately applicable descriptions in the letter to the contemporary 

church. Every generation of Christian community faces the temptation to substitute theological 

controversy for theological formation — to invest the community's attention and energy in the disputes 

that generate the most heat while neglecting the formation that generates the most genuine godliness. 

The test Paul applies is still the most useful: what is this teaching producing? Argument without 

formation is the Ephesian disease in every generation's idiom — the myths and genealogies of the 

contemporary moment wearing different names but generating the same speculative disputation that 

leaves the community more contentious and no more formed in the love that is the goal. 

The stay of verse 3 also speaks directly to the contemporary tendency to treat difficulty as a sign that the 

assignment is wrong rather than that the assignment is real. The most important ministries in any 

generation have been the ministries conducted in the most difficult contexts — the staying in Ephesus, 

the returning to the community that has been penetrated by false teaching, the faithfulness in the contested 

place rather than the departure for the peaceful one. Paul does not promise Timothy that staying in 

Ephesus will be comfortable or successful in the ways that measurable success is usually defined. He 

tells him to stay. The staying is its own form of faithfulness, independent of the measurable outcomes 

that the staying produces. 

Key Lesson: The first charge of the letter is the most fundamental: stay, in the difficult place, for 

the purpose of forming the community in the love that sound doctrine produces — and the test of 

every theological engagement is not only its content but its fruit; the doctrine that generates only 



controversy without advancing God's work by faith has missed the goal that sound doctrine exists 

to serve. 

 

1 Timothy 1:5–11 

The Goal of the Charge: Love, the Law, and the Gospel That Produces Both 

(5) The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart 
 and a good conscience and a sincere faith. 
 (6) Some 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. 
 (8) We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. 
 (9) We 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, 
 (10) for the sexually immoral, for those practicing homosexuality, 
 for slave traders and liars and perjurers— 
 and for whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine 
 (11) that conforms to the gospel concerning the glory of the blessed God, 
 which he entrusted to me. 

THE CONTEXT 

The most important verse in the passage — and one of the most important verses in the letter — is verse 

5: the goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere 

faith. Everything in the letter that precedes this verse and everything that follows it must be read in light 

of this statement. The command that Paul has given Timothy — stay, command the false teachers to stop 

— is not an end in itself. It is the means toward an end. And the end is love. Not doctrinal correctness, 

though doctrinal correctness is necessary. Not community order, though community order is important. 

Love — the specific, other-directed, costly, Spirit-given love that is the first fruit of the Spirit and the 

fulfillment of the whole law. Everything else the letter describes is in service of this goal. 

The source of the love is specified with equal precision: a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere 

faith. These three are not the conditions for achieving love. They are the soil from which genuine love 

grows. The heart that is pure — cleansed by the gospel, oriented toward God — is the heart from which 

authentic love flows. The conscience that is good — functioning correctly, aligned with the knowledge 

of God and the word of God — is the interior governor that keeps the love genuine rather than 

performative. And the faith that is sincere — not the faith that is adopted for social advantage or religious 

reputation, but the faith that is genuinely and personally believed — is the faith that anchors everything 

else. When any of these three is corrupted or absent, the love fails. The false teachers of verse 6 have 

departed from exactly these three things. 

The treatment of the law in verses 8-11 is one of the most compressed and most important passages on 

the proper use of the law in Paul's letters. The law is good — this is not in dispute. Paul is not an 

antinomian, and he is not dismissing the law as irrelevant to the Christian life. What he is insisting on is 

that the law must be used properly — and the proper use is specific: the law is not made for the righteous 



but for lawbreakers. The law functions as the diagnostic tool that exposes the presence and the extent of 

sin in the life of the person who does not yet know the gospel and who has not yet been formed by the 

grace that the gospel produces. The list that follows — murderers, sexually immoral, slave traders, liars 

— is the catalog of the law's proper diagnostic targets. And the standard against which the list is measured 

is not merely legal correctness but the sound doctrine that conforms to the gospel concerning the glory 

of the blessed God. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

The whole point of this instruction is love — the kind that flows from a pure heart, a clear 

conscience, and genuine faith. Some people have wandered away from these things and have 

ended up talking about nothing that matters. They want to be teachers of the law, but they don't 

understand what they're saying or what they're so confidently asserting. Now, we know the law is 

a good thing — if you use it correctly. We also know that the law wasn't designed for people who 

are living rightly. It was designed for people living in open rebellion: the lawless and defiant, the 

ungodly and sinful, people with no reverence for God, those who murder their own parents, 

murderers in general, the sexually immoral, those who practice homosexuality, slave traders, liars, 

people who break oaths — and anything else that runs contrary to the sound teaching that lines 

up with the gospel about the glory of our blessed God, which has been entrusted to me. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a 

sincere faith": This signifies The Goal of Every Form of Christian Instruction Is Love — and the 

Source of That Love Is the Three Interior Conditions That Sound Doctrine Is Designed to Produce. 

The identification of love as the goal of the command is the most important theological statement in the 

passage — and it is the statement that most directly challenges the contemporary church's tendency to 

treat doctrinal correctness as the goal of theological instruction rather than as the means toward the love 

that is the goal. Sound doctrine matters immensely. But it matters because of what it produces: the pure 

heart that is oriented toward God, the good conscience that functions correctly as the soul's interior 

governor, and the sincere faith that anchors everything else. When doctrine produces argument, 

controversy, and the self-perpetuating cycle of speculative disputation without producing love, it has 

failed at the level of its most basic purpose. Ask of every theological instruction: is this producing the 

love that comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith? 

"Some have departed from these and have turned to meaningless talk": This signifies The 

Departure from the Three Interior Sources of Love Is the Root Failure That Produces the Surface 

Problem of False Teaching. 

The false teachers of verse 6 are not described primarily in terms of their doctrinal errors but in terms of 

what they have departed from: the pure heart, the good conscience, and the sincere faith that are the 

sources of genuine love. The false teaching is the symptom. The corruption of the interior life is the 

disease. The person who has departed from pure heart — whose heart is now oriented toward self-

advancement, reputation, or the gratification of theological curiosity — will produce teaching that serves 

those ends rather than the love that it was supposed to generate. The person whose conscience has been 

damaged or suppressed will produce teaching that lacks the integrity that a functioning conscience 

provides. And the person whose faith is no longer sincere — who has adopted the language and posture 

of faith for other reasons — will produce teaching that lacks the genuine conviction that sincere faith 

supplies. Address the departure first. The surface problem of false teaching will follow. 

"The law is good if one uses it properly": This signifies The Law's Goodness Does Not Depend on 

Its Use — but Its Effectiveness Does, and the Proper Use Is Specific. 



Paul's insistence that the law is good — combined with his insistence that it must be used properly — is 

the most important contribution this passage makes to the theology of the law. The law is not merely a 

set of rules to be kept or a standard to be achieved. It is a diagnostic tool whose proper function is the 

exposure of sin in the life of the person who needs the gospel. When the law is used properly — directed 

at the lawbreaker and the rebel and the murderer and the immoral — it does its work of exposing the sin 

that the gospel will address. When the law is misused — applied to the righteous as a means of producing 

merit, or deployed as a speculative framework for theological controversy — it fails at both its diagnostic 

function and at the formative function that sound doctrine is supposed to serve. 

"Sound doctrine that conforms to the gospel concerning the glory of the blessed God": This 

signifies The Standard Against Which All Doctrine Is Measured Is Its Conformity to the Gospel — 

and the Gospel's Subject Is the Glory of the Blessed God. 

The phrase sound doctrine that conforms to the gospel concerning the glory of the blessed God is one of 

the most theologically compressed descriptions of the standard of Christian teaching in the New 

Testament. Sound doctrine is not sound because it conforms to a creedal tradition or a theological system, 

however valuable these may be. It is sound because it conforms to the gospel. And the gospel is about 

the glory of the blessed God — the revelation of the character, the purposes, and the nature of the God 

who saves, revealed most completely in the person and work of Jesus Christ. The test of doctrine is 

always: does this conform to and serve the proclamation of the God who is revealed in the gospel? The 

blessed God whose glory is the subject of the gospel is the standard against which all other doctrinal 

claims are measured. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Keep Love as the Goal of Every Theological Instruction — Not the Endpoint of a Successful 

Argument: The identification of love as the goal of the command is the most important corrective 

available to the contemporary church's tendency to treat theological correctness as the end rather than 

the means. Theological correctness is genuinely important — the whole letter is about defending sound 

doctrine against false teaching. But it is important because it serves the love that it was supposed to 

produce. The community that has achieved doctrinal precision without the love that comes from pure 

hearts and good consciences and sincere faith has achieved the means and missed the goal. Every 

theological instruction, every church discipline, every correction of false teaching — ask what love it is 

producing. If the answer is none, something has gone wrong at the level of purpose. 

2. Guard the Three Interior Sources of Love as the Primary Investment of the Spiritual Life: The 

pure heart, the good conscience, and the sincere faith are the three interior conditions from which genuine 

love flows — and they are the three things that the false teachers have departed from. The investment in 

these three interior conditions is the most important investment available to the believer who wants to 

produce the love that the gospel is designed to generate. A pure heart requires the ongoing work of the 

Spirit in orienting the heart's desires toward God. A good conscience requires the ongoing alignment of 

the interior life with the word of God and the knowledge of what God requires. And a sincere faith 

requires the ongoing personal engagement with the substance of what the gospel claims — the refusal to 

let the language of faith substitute for its reality. Guard these three. Everything else flows from them or 

fails without them. 

3. Use the Law Diagnostically, Not Meritocratically: The proper use of the law is its use as a diagnostic 

— the exposure of sin in the life of the person who does not yet know the gospel's remedy. The improper 

use of the law is its use as a meritocratic system — the means by which the righteous person accumulates 

standing before God through compliance. The contemporary church faces both misuses: the 

antinomianism that dismisses the law's diagnostic function entirely, and the legalism that deploys it as a 



merit system for the spiritually advanced. Paul's insistence that the law is not made for the righteous but 

for the lawbreaker is the corrective to both: the law belongs in the hands of the gospel, deployed in the 

service of the conviction that drives the sinner to the grace that the gospel alone provides. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The identification of love from a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith as the goal of the 

charge is perhaps the most needed corrective in contemporary Christian discourse. The church has 

invested enormous energy in the battles over doctrinal correctness — the fights about which positions 

are sound, which teachers are faithful, which communities are aligned with the tradition — and has 

sometimes forgotten to ask whether the battles are producing the love that is the goal of the charge. The 

battles are not wrong. The false teachers need to be addressed. The sound doctrine needs to be defended. 

But if the process of defending the doctrine is producing communities characterized by theological 

combativeness and personal bitterness rather than by the love that comes from pure hearts — something 

has gone wrong at the level of purpose. 

The treatment of the law in verses 8-11 is also one of the most directly applicable theological principles 

in the passage to the contemporary church's engagement with both moral formation and evangelism. The 

law that tells the truth about the extent of human sinfulness is the law that drives the sinner to the grace 

that the gospel offers. The removal of the law's diagnostic function — the cultural pressure to present the 

gospel only in its positive dimensions without the prior work of the law in exposing the sin the gospel 

addresses — produces a gospel without content. The something more that the gospel rescues from, the 

wrath that Jesus rescues from, the sin whose gravity makes the cross comprehensible — these are what 

the proper use of the law exposes. The gospel that presupposes the law's diagnostic work is the gospel 

that produces the love that Paul identifies as the goal. 

Key Lesson: The goal of the command is love — from a pure heart, a good conscience, and a 

sincere faith — and every form of theological instruction, including the defense of sound doctrine 

against false teaching, is in service of this goal; the doctrine that produces argument without love 

has missed the goal, the law that is used meritocratically rather than diagnostically has been 

misused, and the standard against which all of it is measured is the gospel concerning the glory 

of the blessed God. 

 

1 Timothy 1:12–17 

The Worst of Sinners: Paul's Testimony as the Exhibit of Limitless Grace 

(12) I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, 
 that he considered me trustworthy, appointing me to his service. 
 (13) Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, 
 I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. 
 (14) The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, 
 along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 
 (15) Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: 
 Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners— 
 of whom I am the worst. 
 (16) But for that very reason I was shown mercy 
 so that in me, the worst sinner, 
 Christ Jesus might display his immense patience 



 as an example for those who would believe on him 
 and receive eternal life. 
 (17) Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, 
 the only God, 
 be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen. 

THE CONTEXT 

The personal testimony of verses 12-17 is the emotional and theological heart of the chapter — the 

passage where the abstract theological claims about sound doctrine and the gospel concerning the glory 

of the blessed God become personal and specific and unmistakably moving. Paul has been describing the 

gospel and its proper use. Now he describes what the gospel has done in the worst available case. The 

person who was a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a violent man — who hunted Christians through the 

streets of Damascus, who stood approving at the death of Stephen, who was on his way to expand his 

campaign of destruction when the risen Christ met him on the road — that person was shown mercy. The 

grace of the Lord was poured out on him abundantly. 

The trustworthy saying of verse 15 is one of the most concentrated and most theologically complete 

statements of the gospel in the New Testament: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. Three 

clauses. The person — Christ Jesus. The movement — came into the world, the incarnation. The purpose 

— to save sinners. This is the gospel in its most stripped-down form: the eternal Son of God entered the 

creation He made, for the specific purpose of rescuing the people who were in it from the sin that was 

destroying them. And Paul's addition — of whom I am the worst — is not self-deprecating modesty. It is 

the theological claim that the gospel's capacity to save is demonstrated most clearly in its capacity to save 

the worst case. Paul is the worst sinner not as a biographical claim about relative sinfulness but as a 

theological exhibit: if the gospel can save this person, it can save anyone. 

The purpose statement of verse 16 is the most theologically rich in the passage: but for that very reason 

I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst sinner, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as 

an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life. Paul is not saved only for his 

own sake. He is saved as a demonstration — the living exhibit of what the immense patience of Christ is 

capable of producing. The word for patience here — 'makrothumia' — is the long-suffering, the slow 

anger, the persistent refusal to give up on the most resistant and the most violent case available. And the 

example that Paul's salvation provides is an example for everyone who will come after: if the immense 

patience of Christ reached the worst sinner, then the same patience is available to every subsequent sinner 

who looks at Paul and thinks: if Him, then maybe me. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I'm deeply grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who strengthened me and considered me trustworthy 

enough to put me into His service. Even though I had been a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a 

violent aggressor — He showed me mercy, because I was acting from ignorance without faith. 

And the grace of our Lord simply flooded over me, along with the faith and love that come through 

Christ Jesus. Here is a saying you can completely trust and fully accept: Christ Jesus came into 

the world to save sinners — and I am the worst one. But that's precisely why I was shown mercy 

— so that Jesus Christ could use me, the worst sinner, as the prime example of His extraordinary 

patience, as a model for everyone who would come to believe in Him and receive eternal life. To 

the eternal King — immortal, invisible, the only God — be honor and glory forever and ever. 

Amen. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 



"Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy": 

This signifies The Mercy Shown to the Worst Available Case Is the Gospel's Most Comprehensive 

Proof of Its Reach. 

The three-part description of Paul's pre-conversion state — blasphemer, persecutor, violent man — is not 

rhetorical self-flagellation. It is the careful specification of the worst available case, deliberately 

enumerated to establish the baseline from which the mercy can be measured. A blasphemer: the person 

who speaks against the name and the character of the God he now serves. A persecutor: the person who 

hunted and imprisoned and brought to death the people who belong to the God he now serves. A violent 

man: the person whose aggression was not merely institutional but personal, physical, and actively 

directed at the destruction of the community he now leads. Each category is worse than the one before. 

And all three are covered by the mercy — shown to him because he acted in ignorance and unbelief. The 

ignorance does not excuse the behavior. It contextualizes the mercy: the God who shows mercy even to 

the person who was doing what they did in full conviction that it was right. 

"Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners — of whom I am the worst": This signifies The 

Worst Sinner Is Not the Exception to the Gospel's Reach — He Is Its Supreme Exhibit. 

The identification of Paul as the worst sinner is the most counterintuitive claim in the passage — coming 

from the man who is writing the letter, who has been appointed to apostolic service, who has been given 

the gospel to proclaim to the nations. The point is not Paul's humility. It is the gospel's reach. By 

identifying himself as the worst, Paul is making himself the extreme test case: if the gospel can save this 

person — the blasphemer, the persecutor, the violent man — then the gospel can save anyone. The worst 

sinner is not the person who has exhausted the gospel's capacity. He is the person whose salvation most 

clearly demonstrates that the gospel's capacity has no limit. The worst is the exhibit. The exhibit is the 

encouragement. 

"Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe on 

him": This signifies Paul Is Saved Not Only for His Own Sake but as the Demonstration Project 

for Every Subsequent Sinner Who Wonders Whether the Gospel Can Reach Them. 

The purpose statement of verse 16 — that in Paul, Christ might display His immense patience as an 

example — transforms the testimony from a private story of personal conversion into a public theological 

argument. Paul's salvation is not merely the story of what happened to one man on the road to Damascus. 

It is the exhibit placed in the window of the gospel's display — the most extreme case the shop floor has 

to offer, placed there deliberately so that every person who looks in the window and thinks I am too far 

gone can see the exhibit and recalibrate. The immense patience of Christ that pursued and received the 

worst sinner is the same patience available to every subsequent sinner who despairs of being within reach 

of the gospel's claim. Look at Paul. If him, then you. 

"Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever": 

This signifies The Doxology That Follows the Testimony Is the Appropriate Response to the God 

Whose Immense Patience Has Been Made Visible in the Worst of Sinners. 

The doxology of verse 17 is one of the most beautiful in the New Testament — and it flows naturally and 

inevitably from the testimony that precedes it. The God who is eternal — without beginning or end, not 

subject to the temporal limitations that constrain every human story — is the God who pursued Paul 

across time. The God who is immortal — not subject to death — is the God who raised the Son he was 

persecuting from the dead and made that resurrection the instrument of Paul's transformation. The God 

who is invisible — not apprehensible by the human senses in His full glory — is the God who nonetheless 

made Himself known to the worst sinner on the road to Damascus and to every subsequent sinner through 

the gospel that Paul was given to proclaim. Honor and glory to this God — forever and ever. The 

doxology is not performed. It erupts. 



WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Use the Exhibit of Paul's Salvation as the Argument Against Every Form of Despair About One's 

Own Eligibility for Grace: The purpose of Paul's identification as the worst sinner is not to establish a 

hierarchy of sinfulness but to make available to every subsequent sinner the most extreme available 

exhibit of the gospel's reach. The person who despairs of the gospel's capacity to reach them — whose 

history of blasphemy or persecution or violence or whatever form of the worst sinner is most applicable 

to their specific story — is the person Paul is most directly addressing in verse 16. Look at the exhibit. 

The immense patience that received the worst sinner is the same immense patience that is available to 

receive you. The worst is not the exclusion from the gospel's reach. It is the demonstration of its most 

extreme range. 

2. Let the Gospel's Performance in the Most Extreme Cases Be the Primary Argument for Its 

Reach in the Ordinary Cases: The apologetic force of Paul's testimony is not primarily philosophical. 

It is biographical. Here is what happened to this person — the worst available case — under the action 

of the gospel. The immense patience of Christ pursued and received and transformed the blasphemer and 

the persecutor and the violent man. Therefore the same patience is available for every case that is less 

extreme. The gospel's track record in the hardest case is the evidence for its sufficiency in every other 

case. Share the exhibit. Tell the story of the worst sinner who was shown mercy. The story is the argument. 

3. Let the Testimony Flow Into Doxology — the Appropriate Response to the God Whose Patience 

Has Been Made Visible in You: The natural and inevitable movement from testimony to doxology in 

verses 12-17 is the model for the response that the gospel produces in the person who has genuinely 

received it. The God who showed mercy to the worst sinner deserves the honor and the glory that Paul 

ascribes to Him in verse 17 — and the ascription flows without effort from the testimony, because the 

testimony has made visible what the doxology is about: the immense patience of the eternal, immortal, 

invisible God, who came into the world to save sinners and who chose the worst available one to be the 

exhibit of what that saving looks like. Let the testimony flow into doxology. The story of what He has 

done in you is the argument for the honor and glory that He deserves forever and ever. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The trustworthy saying of verse 15 — Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners — is the most 

concentrated available statement of the gospel's purpose, and it is offered in a context that makes its 

pastoral application unmistakable. Paul is not presenting a theological proposition for abstract 

consideration. He is presenting the truth that has organized his entire life — the truth that was 

demonstrated in the most extreme available case and that is therefore available to every less extreme case 

that follows. The contemporary church needs to maintain its comfort with the full statement: Christ Jesus 

came into the world to save sinners. Not to make good people better. Not to help the spiritually inclined 

become more spiritually fulfilled. To save sinners. The seriousness of the sin is the measure of the 

significance of the salvation. 

The exhibit of Paul as the worst sinner is also one of the most important resources available to the pastor 

or minister who is working with people at the extreme end of the spectrum of human failure — people 

whose histories of violence, abuse, exploitation, or spiritual warfare against the church have placed them 

in the category that most closely corresponds to Paul's self-description. For these people, the exhibit is 

the argument. Look at the worst sinner who was shown mercy. The immense patience of Christ that 

reached him is the same patience that is available to reach anyone. The pastoral application of verse 16 

is not the generic assurance that God loves everyone. It is the specific, biographical, exhibit-based 

argument that the worst available case has already been addressed, and that the same patience that 

addressed it is unlimited in its availability to every subsequent case. 



Key Lesson: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners — and the worst sinner is not the 

exception to this statement but its supreme exhibit, the demonstration project placed in the 

window of the gospel's display so that every person who looks in and thinks themselves too far 

gone to qualify can see the immense patience of Christ that received the blasphemer and the 

persecutor and the violent man, and can recalibrate: if him, then me. 

 

1 Timothy 1:18–20 

The Fight Renewed: The Good Fight of Faith and the Warning of Shipwreck 

(18) Timothy, 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, 
 (19) holding on to faith and a good conscience, 
 which some have rejected and so have suffered shipwreck with regard to the faith. 
 (20) Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, 
 whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme. 

THE CONTEXT 

The chapter closes by returning to the charge with which it opened — and adding the vocabulary of 

warfare that will characterize several of the letter's key moments. The command is renewed: fight the 

battle well. But the grounding of the command is now personal and prophetic: in keeping with the 

prophecies once made about you. Timothy is being reminded that his calling is not an arbitrary 

assignment that Paul has devised for administrative convenience. It is a calling that was spoken over him 

in the form of prophetic words — the public recognition and commissioning of the Spirit's gifting in this 

specific person for this specific work. The fight that Timothy is being called to fight is the fight that the 

Spirit identified him for. The prophecies are the reminder that the calling is prior to and independent of 

the difficulty of the assignment. 

The two things that Timothy must hold onto — faith and a good conscience — are the same two interior 

conditions that verse 5 identified as the source of genuine love, and that verse 6 noted had been 

abandoned by those who had turned to meaningless talk. The connection is deliberate: the false teachers 

departed from these two things, and the result was the surface problem of false teaching and theological 

controversy. Timothy is being charged to hold onto the very things that the false teachers rejected — not 

as a guarantee against all failure, but as the maintenance of the interior conditions from which everything 

else in genuine ministry flows. 

The warning about Hymenaeus and Alexander — whom Paul has handed over to Satan — is the most 

severe pastoral action mentioned in the letter's opening chapter, and it corresponds to the language of 1 

Corinthians 5 where Paul uses the same language for a different disciplinary action. The handing over to 

Satan is not a permanent damnation. The purpose stated in verse 20 — to be taught not to blaspheme — 

implies a remedial goal. The discipline is severe. The goal is restoration. And the mention of shipwreck 

— the most vivid possible metaphor for catastrophic and sudden failure — is the warning that frames the 

positive charge: hold on to faith and a good conscience, because the people who let go of these things do 

not gently drift; they shipwreck. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 



Timothy, my son — I'm giving you this instruction in line with the prophetic words that were spoken 

over you at the beginning. Use those words to fuel your fight — hold on tight to faith and a clear 

conscience. Some people have thrown these away and their faith has been completely wrecked as 

a result. Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander — I've handed them over to Satan so that 

they'll be corrected and learn to stop blaspheming. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"I am giving you this command in keeping with the prophecies once made about you": This signifies 

The Grounding of the Charge in the Prior Prophetic Calling Is the Pastoral Reminder That the 

Difficulty of the Assignment Does Not Invalidate the Reality of the Calling. 

Paul's reminder that the command is consistent with the prophecies spoken over Timothy is the pastoral 

provision of a resource that the difficulty of the assignment will require: the memory of the calling. When 

the fight at Ephesus is hardest — when the false teachers are most vocal, when the community is most 

contentious, when the personal cost of staying in the difficult place is most acutely felt — the resource 

that sustains the fighter is the memory that the calling was real, that the Spirit identified this person for 

this work before the difficulty was fully visible, and that the assignment has a prior prophetic grounding 

that the current difficulty cannot negate. Recall the prophecies. They were spoken for the purpose of 

sustaining the fight that would follow. 

"Holding on to faith and a good conscience, which some have rejected and so have suffered 

shipwreck": This signifies The Shipwreck Metaphor Is the Most Vivid Possible Warning That the 

Abandonment of the Interior Conditions of Genuine Faith Does Not Produce a Gradual Decline 

but a Sudden and Catastrophic Failure. 

The shipwreck metaphor is one of the most powerful in the passage. Ships do not usually drift gradually 

and safely to a gentle stop when something goes wrong. They hit something and break apart. The faith 

that is shipwrecked is the faith that encounters the reef of abandoned conscience and shattered interior 

integrity and goes down suddenly and completely, rather than declining gradually. This is the warning 

against the assumption that the slow abandonment of the interior conditions of faith — the progressive 

corruption of the conscience, the gradual replacement of sincere faith with its performance — will 

produce only a manageable spiritual malaise. It produces shipwreck. The fight to hold on to faith and a 

good conscience is not the optional extra for the especially dedicated. It is the maintenance of the hull 

integrity without which the entire vessel is at risk. 

"Whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme": This signifies The Most Severe 

Pastoral Discipline Is Applied with a Remedial Goal — the Correction That Might Restore What 

the Shipwreck Has Destroyed. 

The handing over to Satan is the most severe disciplinary language available to the apostle — and it is 

applied here with a purpose that prevents it from being read as simple abandonment. To be taught not to 

blaspheme: the discipline is educational in its goal. The removal of the protective community context — 

the placing of the disciplined person in the arena where the adversary operates without the restraint that 

the community's fellowship provides — is the severe mercy that might produce the learning that the more 

comfortable arrangements of the community could not. The pastoral discipline that has lost its remedial 

purpose has become punitive, which is not the New Testament model. The handing over is severe. The 

purpose is restoration. Both elements must be held together. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Recall Your Calling When the Fight Is Hardest — the Prophecies Were Spoken for Exactly That 

Moment: The pastoral provision of verse 18 — recall the prophecies spoken over you — is addressed to 



every believer and every minister who has received a clear sense of calling and who is currently in the 

middle of the difficulty that the calling has led them into. The calling was real. The prophecies were 

spoken. The Spirit identified this person for this work before the difficulty was visible. And the memory 

of the calling is the resource for the fight when the fight is hardest. Recall what was spoken. Not as a 

guarantee of outcome but as the grounding of the engagement — the reminder that the difficult 

assignment was the assignment, that the calling preceded the difficulty, and that the same Spirit who gave 

the calling is present in the difficulty. 

2. Maintain the Hull Integrity of Faith and Good Conscience as the Non-Negotiable Foundation of 

Everything Else: The shipwreck warning is the letter's most urgent practical instruction: hold on to faith 

and a good conscience. These are not spiritual luxuries for the especially devoted. They are the hull — 

the structural integrity without which the entire vessel of ministry is at risk. The faith that is genuinely 

believed and the conscience that is functioning correctly are the interior conditions that keep the ministry 

aligned with the God it is supposed to serve. When either is abandoned — when the faith becomes 

performance and the conscience becomes manageable — the risk of shipwreck increases in direct 

proportion to the degradation of the hull. Maintain the hull. The fight depends on the vessel. 

3. Apply the Most Severe Pastoral Disciplines with the Most Explicit Remedial Goals: The example 

of Hymenaeus and Alexander — handed over to Satan to be taught — is the model for the most severe 

pastoral discipline: applied with a clear statement of the remedial purpose. The discipline that has no 

stated goal of restoration has drifted from the New Testament's framework into something closer to 

punishment than to pastoral care. The severity of the discipline is proportional to the severity of the 

failure and the depth of the concern for the restoration of the disciplined person. Hold both: the severity 

and the remedial purpose. The discipline that is merely punitive has abandoned the hope that the 

shipwrecked can be salvaged. The discipline that has a remedial purpose has not. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The shipwreck metaphor is one of the most needed images in the contemporary church's vocabulary for 

spiritual failure. The dominant metaphor is drift — the gradual, almost imperceptible movement away 

from the center that produces, over time, a community or a person who is no longer recognizable as what 

they once were. The shipwreck is different: it is the sudden, catastrophic failure that results from the 

accumulated deterioration of the hull — the slow abandonment of the interior conditions of faith and 

conscience that, when tested by the reef of genuine difficulty, produces not a gentle drift further out to 

sea but the violent breaking apart of everything that was built. 

The grounding of the charge in the prior prophetic calling is also one of the most needed pastoral 

resources for the contemporary minister who has lost the sense that the difficulty of the current 

assignment corresponds to any prior calling. The assignments that produce the most profound ministerial 

burnout are often the assignments that were most clearly called — because the calling led directly into 

the difficulty, and the difficulty has made the calling seem doubtful in retrospect. Paul's pastoral provision 

is the recall of the prophecies: the instructions were given in keeping with what was already spoken over 

you. The difficulty does not invalidate the calling. The difficulty is often the arena in which the calling 

was always meant to be expressed. Fight well. Recall the prophecies. Hold on to faith and a good 

conscience. And do not shipwreck. 

Key Lesson: The fight of faith is the fight that the Spirit-given calling leads into, sustained by the 

memory of the prophecies spoken over the fighter, maintained by the interior hull integrity of faith 

and a good conscience, and warned against the shipwreck that the abandonment of those interior 

conditions produces — not a gentle drift but the sudden catastrophic failure of everything that 

was built on the assumption that the hull would hold. 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We close 1 Timothy chapter 1 having received both the charge and the testimony — the 

charge to stay in the difficult place and command what needs to be commanded and fight 

the good fight, and the testimony that the God who gives the charge is the God whose 

immense patience received the worst of sinners and made him the exhibit of what the 

gospel can reach. We are sobered by the charge and encouraged by the testimony. We need 

both. 

Lord, form in us the three interior sources of love that the chapter describes as the goal: 

a pure heart, oriented toward You and not toward the advancement of our own theological 

reputation or the gratification of our curiosity. A good conscience, functioning correctly 

as the interior governor that keeps the life aligned with the word. And a sincere faith — 

genuinely, personally believed, not performed for social advantage or religious standing, 

but held as the real conviction of people who have actually encountered the God who 

showed mercy to the worst of sinners. 

Let the love that these three produce be the evidence that the sound doctrine we are 

defending is doing what it is supposed to do. Let the goal — love — be visible in the lives 

of people who have been formed by the gospel, so that the doctrine's soundness is 

demonstrated not only in its theological precision but in the quality of the community it 

produces. 

And for those who are in the middle of the fight — who are holding on to faith and a good 

conscience in circumstances that are making both difficult to maintain — remind them of 

the prophecies spoken over them. The calling was real. The Spirit identified them for this 

work. The difficulty does not negate the calling. The same immense patience that received 



the worst sinner is available to sustain the fighter who is closest to shipwreck. Hold on. 

The hull can hold. And to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God — be honor 

and glory forever and ever. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

Introduction to 1 Timothy Chapter 2 

Prayer, Peaceable Living, and the Ordering of Worship: The Church That Prays for 

Everyone 

First Timothy chapter 2 is the chapter where the letter moves from the foundational concerns of chapter 

1 — the charge to Timothy, the goal of love, the testimony of the worst sinner — into the practical 

ordering of the community's life, beginning with the most fundamental of all the community's activities: 

prayer. The chapter is structured around two related concerns. The first is the scope and the motivation 

of the community's intercessory life: who should be prayed for, why, and what theological ground 

supports the breadth of the prayer. The second is the ordering of the community's gathered worship, with 

specific instructions for men and for women that have been among the most discussed and the most 

debated passages in the Pastoral Epistles. 

The opening instruction — I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made 

for all people — is the most comprehensive possible instruction about the scope of Christian intercession. 

All people. Not the community of faith alone. Not the culturally adjacent. Not the already sympathetic. 

All people — and then specifically, for kings and all who are in high positions. The political authorities 

of the Roman empire, who were at various times the active persecutors of the early church, are the 

specific object of the instruction's most surprising example. The community that is being formed by the 

gospel of the God who desires all people to be saved is the community whose prayer mirrors the desire 

of the God who sends them. 

The theological grounding of the broad intercession is among the most concentrated statements of divine 

universality in Paul's letters: there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man 

Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all. The oneness of God grounds the universality of the 

prayer: if there is one God over all peoples, then the intercession of the community that knows this God 

naturally extends to all peoples. And the one mediator — the man Christ Jesus, whose humanity is 

specified with deliberate precision — gave himself as a ransom for all. The atonement is the ground of 

the prayer. The community prays for all people because the Christ who mediates prayed and died for all 

people. 

The second section of the chapter addresses the ordering of the gathered community in worship — and 

the instructions have generated more interpretive controversy than perhaps any other passage in the 

Pastoral Epistles. The instruction for men to pray without anger or quarreling, the instruction for women 

to dress modestly and learn quietly, the prohibition on women teaching or exercising authority over men 

in the gathered assembly, and the grounding of these instructions in the creation narrative of Genesis — 

all of these have been the subject of sustained and serious theological debate about how they should be 

understood and applied across different cultural contexts. This study engages the text with the seriousness 

it deserves, presenting its teaching with care and noting where genuine interpretive questions exist, while 

maintaining the commitment to the authority of the Scripture that the text itself requires. 



 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We come to 1 Timothy chapter 2 aware that this chapter will stretch us in two directions 

simultaneously. It will stretch our prayers — calling us to intercede for all people, 

including the kings and authorities who may be hostile to the gospel, grounding the 

broadness of the prayer in the breadth of the salvation that the one mediator made 

available for all. And it will stretch our ecclesiology — pressing us to think carefully about 

how the community gathers, how worship is ordered, and what the specific instructions 

for men and women in the gathered assembly mean for communities living in very different 

cultural contexts from first-century Ephesus. 

Give us the breadth of prayer that the chapter calls for. Let us not restrict our intercession 

to the people we find sympathetically disposed toward the gospel. Give us the capacity to 

pray for kings and authorities — for the people whose decisions most affect the conditions 

under which the gospel is proclaimed, regardless of whether they are currently 

sympathetic to what is being proclaimed. And give us the humility to engage the harder 

questions of this chapter with the care they deserve — neither dismissing the difficulty nor 

pretending it does not exist, but working through it with the commitment to the authority 

of the Scripture and the love for the community that the letter as a whole commends. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

1 Timothy 2:1–7 

Prayer for All People: The Breadth of Intercession and the God Who Desires All to 

Be Saved 

(1) I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving 
 be made for all people— 
 (2) for kings and all those in authority, 
 so that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. 
 (3) This is good, and pleases God our Savior, 
 (4) who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. 
 (5) For there is one God and one mediator between God and mankind, 
 the man Christ Jesus, 
 (6) who gave himself as a ransom for all people. 
 This has now been witnessed to at the proper time. 
 (7) And for this purpose I was appointed a herald and an apostle— 
 I am telling the truth, I am not lying— 
 and a true and faithful teacher of the Gentiles. 

THE CONTEXT 

The opening instruction of the chapter is the most expansive possible scope for community intercession: 

all people. Four forms of prayer are specified — petitions, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings — 



suggesting the full range of the community's prayer life, from specific requests to the more general 

address to God, from the advocacy for others to the gratitude that is inseparable from genuine prayer. 

The comprehensiveness of the list of prayer forms mirrors the comprehensiveness of the scope: the whole 

of the prayer life of the community is to be directed toward the whole range of humanity. 

The specific example of kings and all those in authority is the passage's most surprising and most 

theologically significant application of the all people principle. The Roman emperor at the time of the 

letter's writing was most likely Nero — a figure who would eventually become one of the most notorious 

persecutors of the early church. The community that is being instructed to pray for kings is the community 

that is or will be suffering under kings. The instruction is not conditioned on the kings being sympathetic 

to the gospel. It is grounded in the universal saving will of the God who wants all people to be saved — 

including the people who are currently using their authority to make the peaceful and quiet life that the 

community is praying for more difficult to maintain. 

The motivation for prayer for rulers — so that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and 

holiness — is entirely pragmatic in the best possible sense: the community prays for stable government 

because stable government creates the conditions under which the gospel can be proclaimed without the 

disruption of persecution. This is not the prayer that the government would endorse the gospel. It is the 

prayer for the basic social stability — the peaceful and quiet — that allows the community to live its life 

and carry out its mission without the exceptional demands that persecution imposes. The godliness and 

holiness are the quality of the community's life within that stability: not the enforced godliness of a 

theocratic state but the voluntary, Spirit-produced holiness of a community that is living the gospel under 

whatever political conditions obtain. 

The theological grounding of verses 4-6 is the most concentrated in the passage: there is one God, and 

there is one mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom 

for all. The structure of the argument is: one God — therefore one object of universal human need. One 

mediator — therefore one source of universal human access to God. One ransom — given for all — 

therefore the intercession for all is grounded in the sacrifice for all. The universality of the prayer is not 

merely a generous human impulse. It is the appropriate response to the universality of the gospel's scope. 

The community that knows the one God who desires all to be saved, through the one mediator who 

ransomed all, can do nothing less than pray for all. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

My first instruction is this: pray for all people. Offer requests, prayers, intercession, and 

thanksgiving on their behalf — for everyone. This includes kings and everyone in positions of 

authority — pray for them so that we can live calm, peaceful lives with genuine godliness and 

dignity. This is a good thing to do and it pleases God our Savior, who wants every person to be 

saved and to come to understand the truth. Because there is one God, and one go-between 

connecting God and humanity — the human being Christ Jesus — who gave himself as the price 

to set all people free. This was testified to at just the right moment in history. And that is exactly 

why I was appointed as a herald and apostle — I am being completely truthful — as a trustworthy 

teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Petitions, prayers, intercessions and thanksgivings be made for all people": This signifies The 

Four Forms of Prayer Named Together Represent the Full Range of the Community's Prayer Life 

Directed Toward the Full Range of Humanity. 

The four terms Paul uses — petitions, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings — are not strictly 

technical distinctions but represent the comprehensive range of the prayer life: the specific request, the 



general address, the advocacy for others, and the gratitude that runs through all of it. The listing of all 

four is the instruction's way of saying: whatever form your prayer takes — whatever aspect of the rich, 

multidimensional relationship with God that prayer expresses — direct it toward all people. The prayer 

life of the community is not to be restricted in its scope to the people who are already within the 

community's circle of concern. It is to be expansive in exactly the way that the God who desires all people 

to be saved is expansive. 

"For kings and all those in authority, so that we may live peaceful and quiet lives": This signifies 

The Prayer for Rulers Is Motivated by the Pragmatic Concern for the Conditions Under Which 

the Gospel Can Be Proclaimed — Not the Political Alignment of the Government. 

The motivation for praying for kings and authorities — the peaceful and quiet life in godliness and 

holiness — is the most practically grounded theological argument in the passage. The community is not 

praying for its rulers because the rulers are good or because they are sympathetic to the gospel. It is 

praying for them because stable government provides the conditions under which the gospel can advance 

most freely. The disruption of civil society by conflict, instability, and persecution imposes costs on the 

mission that the community exists to carry out. The prayer for stable government is the prayer for the 

conditions of mission — the civic peace that allows the herald and the apostle and the teacher to do their 

work without the exceptional demands that their absence creates. 

"God our Savior, who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth": This 

signifies The Universal Saving Will of God Is the Theological Ground of the Universal Scope of the 

Community's Intercession. 

The description of God as the one who desires all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the 

truth is one of the most theologically significant statements about divine intention in the Pastoral Epistles. 

The desire of God — while not the same as the decree of God, and while requiring careful theological 

integration with the whole of Paul's teaching on election and sovereignty — is nonetheless a genuine 

expression of the divine character: God genuinely desires the salvation of all people. This universal desire 

is the ground of the universal scope of the community's prayer. The community prays for all because the 

God who formed it desires all. The prayer of the community is the human expression of the divine desire. 

"One God and one mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself 

as a ransom for all": This signifies The Oneness of God and the Oneness of the Mediator Together 

Ground the Universality of the Gospel's Offer and the Breadth of the Community's Prayer. 

The argument of verse 5-6 is one of the most theologically dense in the chapter. The oneness of God — 

the foundational monotheism of the Old Testament, affirmed in the Shema and the entire prophetic 

tradition — means that there is a single object of universal human need and a single source of universal 

human access. The oneness of the mediator — the man Christ Jesus — means that the access to the one 

God is channeled through a single specific person whose humanity is specified with deliberate 

theological precision. And the ransom for all that this mediator gave himself as is the atonement that 

makes the universality of the prayer a theological possibility: the community can pray for all because the 

one mediator has given himself for all. The prayer and the atonement have the same scope. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Expand the Scope of Your Intercession to the Full Range of Humanity — Including the People 

Whose Influence Is Most Contrary to the Gospel: The specific instruction to pray for kings and all 

those in authority — in a context where the king was likely Nero and the authority was likely to be used 

against the community — is the most demanding application of the all people principle. The 

contemporary equivalent is the instruction to pray for the political leaders, cultural influencers, and 



institutional authorities whose decisions and values most directly conflict with the gospel. Not to pray 

that they would endorse the gospel or adopt its values — that would be the prayer for a theocratic state 

rather than the prayer for the peaceful and quiet life. But to pray for them as people who are within the 

scope of the God who desires all people to be saved. The prayer that includes the most contrary is the 

prayer that most fully mirrors the desire of the God who desires all. 

2. Ground the Breadth of Your Evangelistic Vision in the Universal Saving Will of the One God: 

The theological argument of verses 4-6 — one God who desires all to be saved, one mediator who gave 

himself for all — is the most powerful available grounding for the community's missionary vision. The 

community that genuinely believes in the one God who desires all to be saved cannot restrict its concern 

to the salvation of the already-sympathetic or the culturally adjacent. The desire of the God who sent the 

community mirrors the desire of the God who received the worst sinner in chapter 1: universal in its 

scope, patient in its pursuit, satisfied with nothing less than the full range of the humanity that the one 

mediator ransomed. 

3. Pray for the Conditions of Mission as Urgently as You Pray for the Mission Itself: The pragmatic 

motivation for praying for rulers — the peaceful and quiet life that allows the community to live its 

calling — is a reminder that the conditions of mission are as much an appropriate object of prayer as the 

specific acts of proclamation that the conditions enable. The contemporary community that prays for 

revival but not for the social, political, and institutional conditions that allow revival to spread has not 

yet grasped the full scope of the intercessory logic that Paul articulates here. Pray for the conditions. Pray 

for the stability. Pray for the structures that allow the herald and the apostle and the teacher to carry out 

their work without the exceptional disruption that their absence creates. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The instruction to pray for all people, grounded in the universal saving desire of the one God who sent 

the one mediator to ransom all, is the most expansive possible corrective to the contemporary tendency 

toward a parochialism of prayer — the restriction of the community's intercession to the people who are 

already within its social and theological circle. The community whose prayer life is limited to its own 

members, its own concerns, its own theological allies has not yet internalized the scope of the God whose 

desire it is supposed to express. The God who desires all to be saved is the God whose community prays 

for all — including the kings and the authorities and the cultural opponents and the theological 

adversaries and the people whose conversion would be most surprising. 

The one God, one mediator, one ransom for all is also the passage's most direct challenge to the pluralistic 

assumption that multiple religious paths provide equally valid access to the God who desires all people 

to be saved. Paul's argument is not designed to be exclusivist in the sense of restricting the desire of God. 

It is designed to be exclusive in the sense of specifying the single channel through which that universal 

desire reaches its destination: the one mediator, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for 

all. The universality of the divine desire and the exclusivity of the divine provision are both present in 

the same passage — and both are necessary to the full statement of the gospel that Paul has been 

appointed herald and apostle to proclaim. 

Key Lesson: The prayer for all people — including kings and all those in authority — is grounded 

in the universal saving will of the one God who desires all people to be saved, mediated through 

the one mediator whose ransom was given for all; and the community whose intercession extends 

to the full range of humanity is the community whose prayer most completely mirrors the desire 

of the God who sent it. 

 



1 Timothy 2:8–10 

The Posture of the Community in Worship: Men, Women, and the Interior 

Conditions of Genuine Prayer 

(8) Therefore I want the men everywhere to pray, 
 lifting up holy hands without anger or quarreling. 
 (9) I also want the women to dress modestly, 
 with decency and propriety, 
 adorning themselves, not with elaborate hairstyles or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, 
 (10) but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God. 

THE CONTEXT 

The practical instructions of verses 8-10 address the gathered community in worship — and the concerns 

that prompt them are almost certainly specific to the situation at Ephesus rather than universal 

prescriptions about the posture of prayer. The instruction for men to pray without anger or quarreling is 

the practical application to the male members of the community of exactly the concern that chapter 1 

raised about the false teachers: the tendency of the Ephesian context toward theological disputation that 

produces conflict rather than formation. The men who are lifting holy hands in worship are to lift them 

without the anger or quarreling that the false teaching and its accompanying controversies have imported 

into the community's life. 

The instruction for women regarding dress — modestly, with decency and propriety, not with elaborate 

hairstyles or gold or pearls or expensive clothes — is addressed to a specific situation that the ancient 

sources illuminate clearly. In the first-century Greco-Roman world, elaborate dress and jewelry were not 

merely aesthetic choices. They were social signals — markers of status, wealth, and the patronage 

networks that organized the social life of the city. The concern in verse 9 is not primarily modesty in the 

contemporary sense of covering a sufficient amount of skin. It is the concern about the importation of 

social status markers into the worship space of a community that has been formed by the gospel of the 

one God who shows no partiality. 

The contrast of verse 10 — adorning with good deeds rather than elaborate clothing — is the practical 

application of the same principle that runs through the letter's treatment of the community's ordering: the 

community's life is to be shaped by the gospel's values rather than by the cultural values that the 

surrounding world imports. Good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God, is the 

positive alternative to the status-displaying dress: the outward expression of an interior reality shaped by 

the gospel rather than by the social conventions of the Greco-Roman city. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

So I want the men everywhere to pray with holy hands raised, free from anger and conflict. 

Similarly, I want women to dress in a way that is modest, sensible, and appropriate — not putting 

their focus on elaborate hairstyles, or gold jewelry, or pearls, or expensive clothes. Instead, let 

them adorn themselves with good works, which is the right kind of beauty for women who claim 

to worship God. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Lifting up holy hands without anger or quarreling": This signifies The Interior Condition of the 

Worshiper Determines the Quality of the Worship — Holy Hands Require the Holy Interior That 

Anger and Quarreling Corrupt. 



The phrase holy hands is drawn from the Old Testament's vocabulary of worship — the hands raised in 

prayer are to be hands that are clean, that are separated from the defilement that would make the gesture 

meaningless. The specification that the raising of holy hands must be accompanied by the absence of 

anger or quarreling is the practical application of the interior conditions identified in chapter 1 as the 

source of genuine love: the pure heart, the good conscience, the sincere faith. The man who raises his 

hands in the gesture of prayer while carrying the anger and quarreling that the false teaching's 

controversies have produced has corrupted the symbol by the interior reality it is supposed to express. 

The worship that is genuine is the worship that corresponds between the exterior gesture and the interior 

condition. 

"Adorning themselves not with elaborate hairstyles or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with 

good deeds": This signifies The Instruction About Dress Is Not Primarily About Aesthetic Modesty 

but About the Importation of Social Status Markers into the Worship of the God Who Shows No 

Partiality. 

The specific items mentioned — elaborate hairstyles, gold, pearls, expensive clothes — are not arbitrary 

examples of vanity. They are the specific markers of social status and wealth in the first-century Greco-

Roman world that would have communicated, in the worship assembly, the social hierarchies that the 

gospel was supposed to have abolished. The community formed by the gospel of the one God who desires 

all people to be saved, who makes no partiality between rich and poor, male and female, Jew and Greek 

— this community's worship should not reproduce the social stratification that its formation has 

transcended. The instruction about dress is the instruction about maintaining the social equality of the 

worship space against the pressure of the surrounding culture to import its hierarchies. 

"Good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God": This signifies The Positive 

Alternative to Status-Marking Dress Is the Gospel-Shaped Life Expressed in the Practical 

Goodness That the Spirit Produces. 

The adorning with good deeds is not the substitution of one form of display for another. It is the 

description of the life that the gospel produces in people who have genuinely received it: a life 

characterized by the practical goodness of service and care and the costly other-directedness that 1 

Timothy 1:5 described as the goal of the command. The woman who professes to worship God is the 

woman whose life bears the marks of the God she professes to worship: the gracious and compassionate 

God whose character produces gracious and compassionate deeds in the people formed by His gospel. 

The good deeds are not the new costume. They are the fruit of the interior life that the gospel shapes. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Examine the Interior Condition That You Bring to Worship — the Holy Hands Require the Holy 

Heart: The instruction that the hands lifted in worship must be lifted without anger or quarreling is the 

most searching word in this passage for the contemporary worshiper who participates in the exterior 

gestures of worship while carrying the interior conditions that contradict them. The raised hand in a 

worship service, the folded hands in prayer, the open posture of sung worship — all of these are exterior 

gestures whose authenticity depends on the interior condition they are supposed to express. Come to 

worship having examined the anger and the quarreling. Leave the dispute at the door. The worship that 

genuinely addresses the God who desires all people to be saved cannot be offered with hands that are 

holy in gesture and corrupt in intent. 

2. Resist the Importation of the Surrounding Culture's Status Hierarchies into the Community's 

Worship Life: The instruction about dress addresses the specific form in which first-century Ephesian 

culture threatened to import its social hierarchies into the community's worship: expensive clothing and 

jewelry as status markers. The contemporary equivalent is every form of status-signaling that threatens 



to reproduce in the worship assembly the social distinctions that the gospel has transcended. Educational 

credentials, cultural sophistication, political alignment, racial identity, economic class — these are the 

contemporary forms of the elaborate hairstyles and gold and pearls that can communicate, in the worship 

space, that the community has not yet fully received the gospel's social logic. The worship of the one 

God who desires all people to be saved should be the space where the status hierarchies of the surrounding 

culture are most consistently subverted. 

3. Let the Adornment of Good Deeds Be the Visible Expression of the Gospel's Formation in the 

Life: The alternative that Paul offers to the status-marking dress is the good deeds that are the fruit of 

genuine faith. The visibility of the good deeds is not performance or display — it is the natural overflow 

of an interior life that has been formed by the gospel. The community that is most consistently 

characterized by practical goodness — the costly service, the genuine care, the inconvenient love for the 

person who cannot reciprocate — is the community whose adornment is most clearly the adornment of 

the gospel rather than the adornment of the surrounding culture's values. Let the deeds be the clothing. 

They are more permanent, more beautiful, and more consistent with the God who is being worshiped. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The instruction about dress in verses 9-10 has often been reduced in contemporary discussion to a debate 

about how much skin is appropriate to expose in a worship service — a narrowing of the passage's 

concern that misses the social-theological argument Paul is actually making. The issue is not primarily 

aesthetic. It is ecclesiological: what does the worship space of the community formed by the gospel 

communicate about the social logic that the gospel has produced? The community whose worship space 

reproduces the status hierarchies of the surrounding culture — where wealth, education, social 

connection, and cultural sophistication determine the de facto standing of the participants — has not yet 

applied the instruction of verses 9-10 to its own context. 

The instruction for men to pray without anger or quarreling is also one of the most direct applications of 

the chapter 1 concern about the Ephesian community's tendency toward theological controversy and 

disputation. The men who were most likely to be lifting their hands in public prayer in the Ephesian 

assembly were also the men most likely to have been involved in the theological disputes that chapter 1 

identified as the primary threat to the community's formation. Paul's instruction connects the exterior 

posture of worship to the interior condition that the exterior posture is supposed to express — and the 

connection challenges every community that maintains the forms of worship without examining the 

interior states that determine whether the forms are genuine. 

Key Lesson: The hands lifted in holy prayer must be lifted without anger or quarreling — 

because the exterior gesture of worship is only genuine when it corresponds to the interior 

condition it is supposed to express; and the community's worship space should be adorned with 

good deeds rather than status markers, because the God who shows no partiality in His desire 

for all to be saved is not worshiped genuinely in a space that reproduces the partiality of the 

surrounding culture's hierarchies. 

 

1 Timothy 2:11–15 

Learning, Teaching, and the Ordering of the Assembly: The Most Discussed 

Passage in the Letter 



(11) A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. 
 (12) I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; 
 she must be quiet. 
 (13) For Adam was formed first, then Eve; 
 (14) and Adam was not the one deceived; 
 it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner. 
 (15) But women will be saved through childbearing— 
 if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety. 

THE CONTEXT 

This passage has generated more sustained theological discussion, more interpretive disagreement, and 

more pastoral challenge than any other passage in the Pastoral Epistles — and approaching it with 

integrity requires acknowledging that disagreement honestly rather than pretending that the questions it 

raises have simple or universally accepted answers. The passage prohibits a woman from teaching or 

exercising authority over a man in the gathered assembly, grounds the prohibition in the creation order 

of Genesis 2, and references the deception of Eve in Genesis 3. The question of how these verses should 

be understood and applied — whether they represent a permanent theological principle grounded in 

creation or a contextual instruction addressed to the specific situation at Ephesus — is the question that 

has produced the full range of thoughtful interpretive positions that serious biblical scholars hold. 

The specific context of first-century Ephesus is relevant to the interpretation in ways that scholars have 

emphasized with varying degrees of weight. Ephesus was home to the cult of Artemis, whose worship 

was notably led by women and whose influence on the religious environment of the city was pervasive. 

The false teaching that Timothy has been charged to address in chapter 1 appears to have involved women 

prominently — the reference in 1 Timothy 5:13 to women who go about from house to house as gossips 

and busybodies, saying things they ought not to, and 2 Timothy 3:6-7's description of false teachers who 

worm their way into the homes of women, suggests a specific local vulnerability. The instruction of 

verses 11-12 may be partly responsive to this specific situation: the need to prevent the false teaching 

from gaining a platform through women who have not yet been adequately formed in the apostolic 

doctrine. 

The grounding of the instruction in the creation narrative of verses 13-14 is the feature that makes the 

most direct contextual reading most difficult to sustain as the complete explanation. Paul appeals not to 

the Ephesian situation or the cultural conventions of the first century but to the primacy of Adam's 

formation and the sequence of the deception in the fall. These are not time-bound arguments. They appeal 

to the structure of the creation and the history of the fall as theological warrants for the ordering of the 

assembly. The interpretive challenge is to understand what these creation-order arguments mean for the 

application of the instruction in contexts very different from first-century Ephesus — a challenge that 

has produced the full range of thoughtful, Scripture-respecting positions that characterize the 

contemporary debate. 

The closing verse — women will be saved through childbearing if they continue in faith, love and 

holiness with propriety — is among the most discussed verses in the chapter, and its meaning is genuinely 

debated. It does not teach that women are saved by bearing children — salvation through childbearing 

as a mechanism of justification would contradict the entirety of Paul's gospel elsewhere. Most interpreters 

understand it to mean either that women will be preserved through the experience of bearing and raising 

children (kept safe through the role that was central to women's lives in the ancient world), or that the 

reference is to the specific birth of the Messiah through the woman, the offspring of the woman who was 

deceived (Genesis 3:15). Both readings preserve the Pauline gospel of grace while giving the verse a 

meaningful connection to the creation-fall narrative that the preceding verses have invoked. 



PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

A woman should learn quietly and in full submission. I am not permitting a woman to teach or to 

have authority over a man; she is to remain quiet. The reason is this: Adam was created first, then 

Eve. And it was not Adam who was deceived — it was the woman who was deceived and fell into 

sin. However, women will be brought safely through childbearing — provided they continue in 

faith, love, and holiness, with good judgment. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"A woman should learn in quietness and full submission": This signifies The Instruction to Learn 

Is Itself Counter-Cultural in Its Context — Women's Access to Serious Theological Education Was 

Not Assumed in the First-Century World. 

The first clause of verse 11 — a woman should learn — is the instruction that receives insufficient 

attention in most discussions of this passage. In the first-century world, the formal religious and 

theological education of women was not a settled cultural assumption. The Jewish synagogue tradition 

of the period did not extend the same expectations of Torah study to women that it extended to men. 

Paul's instruction that women should learn is itself a significant affirmation of women's access to the 

theological formation that the community offers — a counter-cultural move that opens the education 

while framing the specific manner of participation in the teaching role. The quietness and submission 

describe the manner of the learning, not a dismissal of its importance. 

"I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man": This signifies The 

Prohibition on Teaching and Exercising Authority Is the Most Contested Verse in the Passage and 

Has Produced the Full Range of Thoughtful Interpretive Positions Among Serious Biblical 

Scholars. 

The prohibition of verse 12 — I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man — is 

the verse that has generated the most sustained interpretive debate. The two primary positions among 

serious, Bible-affirming scholars are: the complementarian position, which holds that the prohibition 

reflects a permanent theological principle grounded in creation order that applies to the authoritative 

teaching and governing role in the gathered assembly across all cultural contexts; and the egalitarian 

position, which holds that the prohibition reflects a specific contextual instruction addressed to the 

situation at Ephesus and that is not intended as a universal prohibition on women teaching in the gathered 

assembly. Both positions claim the authority of Scripture. Both engage seriously with the text and with 

the theological arguments on both sides. What the text clearly prohibits is the dismissal of the question 

— the refusal to engage seriously with what Paul is saying and why he grounds it where he grounds it. 

"For Adam was formed first, then Eve — and Adam was not the one deceived": This signifies The 

Grounding of the Instruction in Creation Order and the Fall Makes the Purely Contextual Reading 

Most Difficult to Sustain as the Complete Explanation. 

The appeal to Adam's prior formation and to Eve's deception as the theological warrant for the instruction 

is the feature that most complicates the exclusively contextual reading of the passage. If Paul were simply 

addressing the specific vulnerability of the Ephesian situation — women who had not yet been adequately 

formed in the apostolic teaching and who were therefore susceptible to the false teachers — the most 

natural argument would be an argument from education or from the specific local situation, not an 

argument from the creation narrative. The creation-order argument implies a more permanent theological 

grounding for the ordering of the assembly — though interpreters who hold the egalitarian position have 

offered serious responses to this argument, noting that Paul's use of the creation narrative elsewhere 

(Galatians 3:28) suggests that creation-order arguments are not always intended as permanent 

hierarchical principles. 



"Women will be saved through childbearing if they continue in faith, love and holiness with 

propriety": This signifies The Closing Verse Is Genuinely Debated and Should Be Held with 

Appropriate Humility About the Interpretive Options. 

The final verse of the chapter has produced a range of serious interpretive proposals, none of which 

commands universal agreement. What is clear is that the verse does not teach that women are saved by 

bearing children — this would contradict the gospel of grace through faith that Paul taught throughout 

his letters. The most widely held alternative readings — preservation through the experience of bearing 

and raising children, or reference to the birth of the Messiah through whom salvation came — both 

preserve the Pauline gospel while giving the verse a meaningful connection to its context. The 

interpretive humility appropriate to a genuinely difficult verse is the acknowledgment that the verse is 

difficult, that serious interpreters have disagreed about it, and that the difficulty does not authorize either 

dismissal or overconfident assertion. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Ensure That Women Are Receiving the Full Theological Formation That the Instruction to 

Learn Affirms Is Their Right: Whatever position one holds on the specific prohibition of verse 12, the 

instruction of verse 11 — a woman should learn — is unambiguous and counter-cultural in its original 

context, and its application in every generation is the affirmation that women have full access to the 

theological formation that the community offers. The church that has spent more energy debating whether 

women can teach than ensuring that women are being thoroughly formed in the Scripture and the 

apostolic doctrine has inverted the priority of the passage. The learning comes first, and it is affirmed 

without reservation. 

2. Engage the Genuine Interpretive Debate About Verse 12 with the Seriousness, Humility, and 

Charity It Deserves: The disagreement among serious, Bible-affirming scholars about the application 

of verse 12 is a real disagreement, and it deserves the quality of engagement that genuinely difficult 

questions require: the careful reading of the text in its full context, the serious engagement with the 

arguments on both sides, the humility to acknowledge that thoughtful people have read the same Scripture 

and arrived at different conclusions, and the charity to maintain relationships across the disagreement. 

What neither position authorizes is the dismissal of the text — the refusal to engage seriously with what 

Paul says and why he says it — or the caricature of those who hold the opposite position as either 

oppressive traditionalists or capitulating modernists. Engage seriously. Hold your position with 

conviction. Maintain the charity. 

3. Read the Passage in the Full Context of Paul's Affirmation of Women's Ministry Throughout 

His Letters: First Timothy 2:11-15 should not be read in isolation from the full range of Paul's 

engagement with women in ministry throughout his letters. Phoebe is a deacon of the church at Cenchreae 

and a benefactor of many, including Paul himself (Romans 16:1-2). Priscilla teaches Apollos, the gifted 

preacher, more accurately in the way of God (Acts 18:26). Junia is outstanding among the apostles 

(Romans 16:7). Mary worked hard for the community at Rome (Romans 16:6). The women who prayed 

and prophesied in the Corinthian assembly (1 Corinthians 11) were doing so in the gathered community. 

The full picture of Paul's engagement with women's ministry is not the picture of a simple and universal 

prohibition on women's participation in teaching and leadership — which is precisely why the 

interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:12 is as contested as it is. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The most honest and most pastorally useful thing that can be said about the contemporary application of 

1 Timothy 2:11-15 is that the church is divided on this question, and the division is not between those 

who take the Bible seriously and those who do not. It is between serious, Bible-affirming scholars and 



pastors and communities who have read the same text carefully and reached different conclusions about 

its application across different cultural contexts. Both the complementarian and the egalitarian positions 

claim the authority of Scripture. Both have produced thoughtful, careful, exegetically serious arguments 

for their positions. Both deserve to be engaged seriously rather than dismissed with the assumption that 

only one position is compatible with genuine biblical fidelity. 

What is not in dispute across these positions is the affirmation of verse 11 — that women should learn, 

that women have full access to the theological formation that the community offers, that the quietness of 

verse 11 is not a dismissal of women's engagement with the Scripture and the apostolic doctrine but a 

description of a particular manner of participation in the assembly's life. The church that has used this 

passage to prevent women from receiving thorough theological formation has misread it at its most 

fundamental point. And the church that has used the genuine complexity of verses 12-15 to avoid 

engaging seriously with what Paul actually says has also failed to do the work that the text requires. 

Key Lesson: The instruction to learn comes first and is unambiguous; the prohibition on teaching 

and exercising authority is genuinely debated among serious Bible-affirming scholars with 

careful arguments on both sides; and the creation-order grounding makes the exclusively 

contextual reading most difficult to sustain as the complete explanation — which means the 

passage deserves the full seriousness, the genuine humility, and the sustained charity that every 

genuinely difficult question of biblical interpretation requires. 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We close 1 Timothy chapter 2 having received both the breadth of the intercessory vision 

and the complexity of the ordering questions. We have been challenged to expand our 

prayers to all people — including the kings and authorities whose decisions most affect 



the conditions of the gospel's advance. We have been called to examine the interior 

conditions we bring to worship. And we have engaged, as honestly as we can, with the 

passage that has generated the most sustained interpretive disagreement in the letter. 

Lord, give us the breadth of intercession that the first section calls for. Let us not restrict 

our prayers to the circle of the already-sympathetic. Let us pray for all people — for the 

political leaders, the cultural influencers, the institutional authorities, the people whose 

conversion would be most surprising and most challenging to our comfortable 

assumptions about who the gospel is for. Because You desire all people to be saved. 

Because the one mediator gave himself as a ransom for all. Let our prayers have the scope 

of the salvation You have provided. 

And for the harder questions of the chapter's second half — give us the seriousness to 

engage them with the care they deserve, the humility to hold our positions without 

caricaturing those who hold different ones, and the charity to maintain the relationships 

that the genuine disagreement tests. Give us communities where women are learning — 

thoroughly, deeply, with full access to the theological formation that verse 11 affirms as 

their right. And give us the wisdom to navigate the questions that verse 12 raises with the 

full engagement with the text, the full weight of the theological tradition, and the full 

charity toward those who have read the same text and reached different conclusions. 

Most of all, let the adorning of good deeds be the adornment that most characterizes our 

communities — the visible evidence that the gospel is doing in us what it is supposed to 

do: forming us in the love that comes from pure hearts and good consciences and sincere 

faith, producing the practical goodness that is the appropriate expression of a community 

that professes to worship the God who desires all people to be saved. 

In Jesus' name — in the name of the one mediator who gave himself as a ransom for all 

— we pray, Amen. 

 

Introduction to 1 Timothy Chapter 3 

Overseers, Deacons, and the Household of God: Character as the Qualification for 

Leadership 

First Timothy chapter 3 is the church's most detailed and most practically specific treatment of the 

qualifications for leadership — and its most searching challenge to every institution that has substituted 

other criteria for the ones Paul specifies. The chapter provides qualification lists for two offices: the 

overseer (bishop or elder) and the deacon. The lists are not job descriptions. They do not specify the 

skills, the educational credentials, the theological training, the administrative abilities, or the 

communication gifts that contemporary ministry culture typically treats as the primary qualifications for 

church leadership. They are character portraits. The qualifications are almost entirely about who the 

person is rather than what the person can do — about the interior formation that has produced an 

observable pattern of life that the community can examine and verify. 

The opening line of the overseer passage — whoever aspires to be an overseer desires a noble task — is 

the most important framing statement in the chapter. The noble task of oversight is affirmed without 



qualification. Aspiring to lead the community is not presumptuous or spiritually suspect. It is the 

appropriate response to a genuine calling that Paul acknowledges as worthy of desire. But the affirmation 

of the aspiration is immediately followed by the most extensive qualification list in the New Testament 

— the specification of what the person who aspires to the noble task must actually be. The nobility of 

the task is matched by the seriousness of the qualifications. The aspiration that is not accompanied by 

the character development that the qualifications describe is the aspiration that has not yet encountered 

the full weight of what the noble task requires. 

The qualification lists for overseer and deacon share several features that are worth noting before 

examining them individually. First, most of the qualifications are relational — they describe how the 

person relates to their spouse, their household, their children, the community, and the outsiders who 

observe them. The character that qualifies for leadership is not primarily the character revealed in 

theological study or in ministry performance. It is the character revealed in the ordinary relationships of 

daily life. Second, the qualifications include several negatives — not a drunkard, not violent, not 

quarrelsome, not a lover of money — that address the specific failure modes of leadership in every 

generation. Third, the household management requirement appears in both lists — managing the 

household well, for the overseer; managing children and household well, for the deacon — making the 

domestic sphere the primary arena in which the qualifying character is demonstrated. 

The chapter closes with one of the most magnificent theological statements in the Pastoral Epistles — a 

fragment of what may have been an early hymn about the mystery of godliness: God 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. Six lines that compress the entire movement of the incarnation, the resurrection, the 

proclamation, and the ascension into a chiastic structure of breathtaking theological compression. The 

hymn functions as the theological ground of the entire preceding discussion about the ordering of the 

church — the reason why getting the leadership right matters: because the church is the household of 

God, the pillar and foundation of the truth, and the truth it is called to uphold and embody is nothing less 

than the mystery of the God who was manifested in flesh. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We come to 1 Timothy chapter 3 asking for the honesty to read these qualification lists for 

what they actually are — not job descriptions to be ticked off during a candidate review 

process, but character portraits of the kind of person You have determined is fit to lead 

Your household. Give us the courage to take these qualifications seriously as the standard 

they are — not the minimum requirements for entry into ministry but the description of 

the formation that genuine leadership in Your church requires. 

Convict us where our communities have substituted other criteria — talent, charisma, 

theological training, cultural relevance, administrative skill, platform — for the character 

qualifications that You specify here. Give us the wisdom to recognize that the person who 

manages their household well is demonstrating something about their fitness for oversight 

that no seminary transcript or preaching sample can demonstrate — and to honor that 

demonstration accordingly. 



And let the hymn of verse 16 — God manifested in flesh — be the theological ground from 

which everything in the chapter flows. The church is the household of God, the pillar and 

foundation of the truth. What truth? The mystery that God was manifested in flesh, 

vindicated by the Spirit, proclaimed among the nations, and taken up in glory. This is what 

the church exists to uphold. This is why leadership character matters. And this is what we 

are here to receive today. In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

1 Timothy 3:1–7 

The Overseer: The Character Portrait of the Person Fit to Lead God's Household 

(1) Here is a trustworthy saying: Whoever aspires to be an overseer desires a noble task. 
 (2) Now the overseer is to be above reproach, faithful to his wife, 
 temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 
 (3) not given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, 
 not a lover of money. 
 (4) He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him, 
 and he must do so in a manner worthy of full respect. 
 (5) (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, 
 how can he take care of God's church?) 
 (6) He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited 
 and fall under the same judgment as the devil. 
 (7) He also must have a good reputation with outsiders, 
 so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil's trap. 

THE CONTEXT 

The trustworthy saying that opens the passage — whoever aspires to be an overseer desires a noble task 

— is both an affirmation and a setup. The affirmation is genuine: the desire to lead the community of 

faith is not presumptuous. It is the appropriate response to a calling that Paul consistently presents as 

worthy of the highest commitment. The setup is the list that immediately follows: the noble task requires 

a noble character, and the character is specified in detail. The word overseer — 'episkopos' in Greek — 

is used interchangeably with elder — 'presbyteros' — in the Pastoral Epistles and in Acts 20, describing 

the person who exercises oversight and pastoral care over the community. 

The first and most comprehensive qualification — above reproach — is the umbrella under which all the 

specific qualifications that follow are gathered. To be above reproach is not to be perfect. It is to be the 

kind of person whose life, when examined, does not provide legitimate grounds for the accusation that 

would disqualify them from the role. The specific qualifications that follow specify what above reproach 

looks like in the concrete dimensions of life: the marital relationship, the temperament, the management 

of the household, the relationship with money and with alcohol, and the reputation with outsiders. 

Together they describe a person whose life is consistent — whose public persona and private reality 

correspond, whose leadership of the community is credible because it is mirrored in every other sphere 

of life. 

The one qualification that is primarily about skill rather than character — able to teach — is significant 

in its placement: it appears in the middle of a list that is otherwise entirely about character. The teaching 

ability is necessary for the overseer because the overseer's primary responsibility is the guarding of the 

sound doctrine that chapter 1 identified as the means of the community's formation. But it is one 



qualification among many, and its presence in a list dominated by character qualifications ensures that it 

is understood in that context: the teaching ability is the expression of the character, not a substitute for it. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Here is a statement you can trust: if someone aspires to be an overseer, they are reaching for a 

good thing. But here is what an overseer needs to be: someone with an unimpeachable reputation, 

committed to their spouse, level-headed, self-disciplined, respectable, hospitable, and capable of 

teaching. They must not be a heavy drinker, not someone who settles things with fists but with 

gentleness, not argumentative, and not driven by money. They must run their own household well, 

with children who are respectful and well-ordered — and do this with genuine dignity. (Because 

if someone can't manage their own household, how are they going to care for God's church?) They 

should not be a recent convert, or pride may get to them and they'll end up in the same condemned 

position as the devil. They also need a good reputation with people outside the church — otherwise 

they'll end up in disgrace and caught in the devil's trap. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Whoever aspires to be an overseer desires a noble task": This signifies The Affirmation of the 

Aspiration Is the Setup for the Most Extensive Character Qualification List in the New Testament. 

The opening affirmation — the aspiration is good, the task is noble — is the generous acknowledgment 

that the desire to lead the community of faith is appropriate and commendable. But the structure of the 

sentence is designed to produce the surprise of what follows: if the task is noble, then the qualifications 

for the task are commensurate with its nobility. The person who aspires to the noble task without having 

pursued the character formation that the task requires has separated the aspiration from the qualification 

that the aspiration calls for. The noble task requires the noble character — and the nobility of the character 

is defined not by gifts or training but by the specific, observable, relationship-tested qualities that the list 

enumerates. 

"Above reproach, faithful to his wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to 

teach": This signifies The Qualification List Is Dominated by Character Qualities That Are 

Observed in Ordinary Life Rather Than Demonstrated in Ministry Performance. 

The striking feature of the overseer qualifications is how few of them are directly about ministry 

performance. Able to teach is the only qualification that describes a ministry skill — and it is one item 

in a list of fifteen or more qualities, the overwhelming majority of which describe the person's character 

as observed in the ordinary relationships and circumstances of daily life. This is the most important 

structural observation about the qualification list: the character that qualifies for the noble task is not 

primarily revealed in ministry contexts. It is revealed in the home, in the marriage, in the management 

of the household, in the relationship with money and alcohol, in the manner of dealing with conflict, and 

in the reputation with the outsiders who observe the person's life without any particular interest in having 

their opinion managed. 

"He must manage his own family well — if anyone does not know how to manage his own family, 

how can he take care of God's church?": This signifies The Household Is the Primary Arena for 

Demonstrating the Character That Qualifies for Overseeing the Larger Community. 

The household management requirement — and its explicit connection to the capacity for church 

oversight — is one of the most important and most neglected qualifications in the list. The argument of 

verse 5 is a direct analogy: the household is the smaller scale at which the larger scale is practiced and 

demonstrated. The person who cannot lead the smaller community of the household has not demonstrated 

the capacity to lead the larger community of the church. This is not the argument that large families or 

well-behaved children are ministry credentials in themselves. It is the argument that the leadership 



qualities required for overseeing the community of faith are the same qualities that are required for 

leading a household — and the household is the observable context in which those qualities are most 

clearly and most honestly tested. 

"Not a recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil": 

This signifies The Warning About Spiritual Pride in the Recently Converted Leader Is the 

Qualification Most Directly Connected to the Failure Mode of the Original Adversary. 

The warning against appointing a recent convert to leadership is grounded in the specific failure mode 

of spiritual pride — the conceit that comes when a person who has recently received the gifts and calling 

of the Spirit has not yet been formed in the humility that the genuine exercise of those gifts requires. The 

reference to the judgment of the devil — the one whose own fall from the highest position was the result 

of pride — is the most serious possible warning about the danger of premature elevation. The recently 

converted leader has not yet been formed by the sustained experience of the Spirit's work in the context 

of genuine community accountability — and without that formation, the gifts that the Spirit gives become 

the occasion for the pride that the gifts were never supposed to produce. 

"He also must have a good reputation with outsiders": This signifies The Character That Qualifies 

for Leadership Must Be Credible to Those Who Have No Interest in Managing Their Impressions 

of It. 

The requirement for a good reputation with outsiders is the qualification that is most immune to 

institutional management. The community of faith can be managed, relationships cultivated, impressions 

shaped by the exercise of the leadership gifts within the context of the community's own life. The 

outsiders — the neighbors, the colleagues, the family members, the community members who observe 

the person's life without any stake in the outcome of the leadership candidacy — cannot be managed in 

the same way. Their opinion is the most unmediated available assessment of the person's character. And 

Paul makes it a qualification: the person whose life, as observed by those outside the community, does 

not generate a good reputation has a problem that the community's internal assessment cannot override. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Read the Qualification List as a Character Formation Target, Not Only as a Candidate Screening 

Checklist: The overseer qualification list functions in the community in two ways simultaneously. It is 

a screening tool for candidates — the standard against which potential leaders are assessed. But it is also 

a formation target — the description of the character that every member of the community is supposed 

to be developing, because the qualities that qualify for leadership are the qualities of mature Christian 

character that the gospel is designed to produce in everyone. The person who reads the list and thinks 

only I wonder whether so-and-so qualifies has missed the question the list also poses to them personally: 

am I above reproach in these dimensions? Am I temperate, self-controlled, hospitable, gentle, not a lover 

of money? The qualification list is a mirror. 

2. Weight the Household Management Qualification as Seriously as the Theological Qualifications: 

The tendency of contemporary ministry culture to treat household management as a secondary or 

peripheral qualification — while treating theological education, preaching ability, and platform as 

primary — inverts the proportion that Paul specifies. The household management qualification is given 

its own explanatory argument in verse 5 — the only qualification in the list that receives this treatment. 

Paul considers the argument necessary: this is not self-evident, and people will need to think carefully 

about why it is included. The answer is that household management is the primary observable 

demonstration of the leadership qualities that oversight requires. Take it seriously. Weight it accordingly. 



3. Protect the Community from Premature Elevation of the Recently Converted — and Protect the 

Recently Converted from Its Dangers: The warning against appointing recent converts to leadership 

positions is not the elitist protection of established insiders against newcomers. It is the pastoral 

protection of the recently converted person from the specific failure mode that premature elevation 

produces: the spiritual pride that flows from the gifts without the formation that genuine humility requires. 

The recently converted person may have significant gifts. They may even appear to have the character 

qualifications in their undeveloped form. What they do not yet have is the formation that comes from 

sustained experience of God's faithfulness in difficulty, sustained experience of the community's 

accountability, and sustained experience of the humbling work of the Spirit in the ordinary circumstances 

of a life lived under the gospel's demands. Give them time. Protect them from the judgment of the devil. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The overseer qualification list is the most direct possible challenge to the contemporary church's tendency 

to recruit leaders on the basis of the criteria that the surrounding culture considers most important: talent, 

charisma, communication skill, educational credentials, and organizational ability. These are not 

irrelevant. But they are not the primary qualifications that Paul specifies. The primary qualifications are 

character qualities — observable, relationship-tested, domestically demonstrated character qualities that 

the surrounding culture does not particularly value and that the institutional church does not always take 

seriously enough. The church that appoints its leaders primarily on the basis of gifts and training without 

the character formation that Paul specifies has created the conditions for exactly the pastoral failures that 

have most damaged the church's witness in every generation. 

The good reputation with outsiders is also one of the most practically important qualifications in the 

contemporary context — precisely because the outsiders in the contemporary world have more visibility 

into the lives of potential leaders than the outsiders of the first century could have imagined. Social media, 

online reviews, public records, and the social networks that connect communities across institutional 

boundaries have created a situation in which the reputation with outsiders is more transparent and more 

easily verified than it has ever been. The community that takes seriously the outsider reputation 

qualification has access to more information than ever before. Use it. Ask the neighbors. Ask the former 

colleagues. Ask the people who have no stake in managing their impression of the candidate's character. 

Their opinion is the qualification Paul specified as necessary. 

Key Lesson: The overseer qualifications are not a job description but a character portrait — 

and the character they describe is demonstrated primarily in the ordinary relationships of daily 

life, especially in the household, where the leadership qualities that oversight requires are 

practiced and tested at the scale at which they are most honestly observable; the noble task 

requires the noble character, and the noble character is formed in the years of ordinary life before 

the leadership appointment, not in the weeks after it. 

 

1 Timothy 3:8–13 

The Deacons: Service, Character, and the Great Reward of Faithful Ministry 

(8) In the same way, deacons are to be worthy of respect, 
 sincere, not indulging in much wine, 
 and not pursuing dishonest gain. 
 (9) They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. 



 (10) They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, 
 let them serve as deacons. 
 (11) In the same way, the women are to be worthy of respect, 
 not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything. 
 (12) A deacon must be faithful to his wife 
 and must manage his children and his household well. 
 (13) Those who have served well gain an excellent standing 
 and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus. 

THE CONTEXT 

The deacon qualification list shares the structural features of the overseer list — the emphasis on 

character over skills, the relational tests of the household, the negatives that address specific failure 

modes — but the two lists are not identical, and the differences are theologically significant. The overseer 

list includes able to teach as a qualification that reflects the overseer's responsibility for guarding and 

transmitting the sound doctrine of the community. The deacon list does not include this requirement, 

reflecting the different character of the deacon's role: not the teaching and governing of the community 

but the practical service — the diakonia — that frees the overseers for their primary responsibilities. 

The qualification that is unique to the deacon list — and that is perhaps the most interesting in the passage 

— is verse 9: they must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. The deep truths 

of the faith — the mystery of the faith in the Greek — is the same vocabulary that will appear in verse 

16's hymn about the mystery of godliness: God manifested in flesh. The deacon is not required to be a 

teacher of the faith. But the deacon is required to hold the faith — to have a genuine personal grip on the 

theological substance of what the community believes, kept with the clear conscience that chapter 1 

identified as one of the three interior sources of genuine love. The deacon whose service is not grounded 

in this interior theological conviction is the deacon who is serving for reasons other than the faith. 

Verse 10 introduces the testing requirement that is unique to the deacon list: they must first be tested. 

The testing is not specified — no formal examination is described, no probationary period is defined. 

But the principle is clear: the appointment to the office of deacon should follow a period of observable 

service during which the character qualifications can be verified. The testing is the community's 

opportunity to observe the candidate's character in the ordinary context of service before entrusting them 

with the more formal role that the office carries. This is the New Testament's most direct argument for 

the formation-before-appointment principle that the overseer list implies through the warning against 

recent converts. 

The verse 11 reference to women who are to be worthy of respect, not malicious talkers, temperate and 

trustworthy — placed in the middle of the deacon qualification list — has generated significant 

interpretive discussion. The most natural reading is that Paul is describing women who serve in the 

diaconal role, which the broader New Testament context supports: Phoebe is described as a deacon of 

the church at Cenchreae in Romans 16:1, using the same Greek word 'diakonos' that Paul uses in the 

masculine throughout this passage. The verse is best understood as the specification of the character 

qualifications that apply to women who serve in the diaconal ministry alongside the male deacons the 

passage primarily addresses. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Similarly, deacons should be the kind of people who deserve respect — people of their word, not 

drinking too much, not in it for what they can get. They need to hold firmly to the profound truths 

of the faith with a genuinely clear conscience. They should be evaluated first, and then if nothing 

stands against them, they can serve as deacons. Similarly, women who serve in this way should 

be worthy of respect, not given to gossip, but self-controlled and completely reliable. A deacon 



must be committed to their spouse and manage their children and household well. Those who 

serve well in this role earn an honorable standing and grow in confident faith in Christ Jesus. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience": This signifies The 

Deacon's Service Must Be Grounded in a Genuine Personal Grip on the Theological Substance of 

What the Community Believes. 

The requirement that deacons hold the mystery of the faith — the deep truths — with a clear conscience 

is the deacon list's most distinctive and most important qualification. It establishes that genuine service 

in the community of faith is not merely practical helpfulness. It is the expression of an interior theological 

conviction, held with the clear conscience that genuine faith and genuine alignment between belief and 

life produces. The deacon who serves without this interior conviction is the deacon who is serving for 

reasons other than the faith — and the service that does not flow from genuine faith in the deep truths of 

the gospel is the service that will not sustain itself through the difficulties that genuine service always 

encounters. Serve from the mystery. Hold it clearly. 

"They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons": 

This signifies The Testing Period Is the Community's Opportunity to Observe the Character Before 

Formalizing the Office. 

The testing requirement is the deacon list's most practical provision for the protection of the community 

and the deacon candidate alike. The community that appoints to the office without prior testing has 

deprived itself of the most reliable form of character assessment available: the observation of the person 

in actual service, under actual conditions, before the formal accountability of the office attaches to the 

role. The testing is not the application of a standard to a resume. It is the watching of a life in action — 

the observation of how the candidate responds to difficulty, to ingratitude, to the ordinary frustrations 

and demands of practical service in a community of imperfect people. The testing period is the formation 

period. Do not shortcut it. 

"In the same way, the women are to be worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and 

trustworthy in everything": This signifies The Character Qualifications for Women Serving in 

Diaconal Ministry Mirror the Qualifications for Male Deacons and Establish Women's Recognized 

Role in the Community's Ordered Service. 

The placement of this verse within the deacon qualification list — rather than as a separate instruction 

about women in general — strongly suggests that Paul is describing women who serve in the formal 

diaconal role, not merely the general character of women in the community. This reading is supported by 

the broader New Testament evidence: Phoebe's designation as a deacon in Romans 16:1 demonstrates 

that women served in formal diaconal roles in the Pauline churches. The qualifications — worthy of 

respect, not malicious talkers, temperate, trustworthy — mirror the male deacon qualifications and apply 

the same standard of character to both. The diaconal ministry is served by men and women whose 

character qualifications are specified in parallel — a significant affirmation of women's recognized 

service in the ordered life of the community. 

"Those who have served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ 

Jesus": This signifies The Reward of Faithful Service Is Both Relational — a Standing in the 

Community — and Interior — a Deepened Confidence in the Faith. 

The promise of verse 13 is one of the most encouraging statements in the passage — and it identifies the 

reward of faithful diaconal service in two dimensions. The excellent standing is the communal dimension: 

the recognition and trust that consistent, faithful, character-grounded service produces in the community 



that has observed it. This is not the standing of institutional promotion — it is the standing of earned 

trust, the respect that accrues to the person whose service has demonstrated the character qualifications 

that the list describes. And the great assurance in the faith is the interior dimension: the deepened 

confidence in the gospel that genuine service produces. The person who serves faithfully discovers that 

the faith that grounds the service is itself strengthened by the service — that the mystery of the faith that 

the deacon holds becomes more deeply held through the act of holding it in the context of practical 

service. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Ground All Service in the Genuine Personal Grip on the Deep Truths of the Faith: The mystery 

of the faith held with a clear conscience is the most important qualification in the deacon list — and it is 

the qualification that distinguishes genuine service from the practical helpfulness that any well-organized 

person can provide. The community of faith needs practical helpers. But it specifically needs deacons — 

people whose practical service flows from a genuine interior conviction about the deep truths of the 

gospel, held with the clear conscience that comes from the alignment between what is believed and how 

it is lived. The service that is grounded in this conviction will sustain itself through difficulty. The service 

that is not will find other employment when the difficulty exceeds the motivation. 

2. Implement the Testing Period as the Most Honest Available Assessment of Candidate Character: 

The testing requirement of verse 10 is the most practically wise provision in the passage — and the one 

that contemporary churches most consistently shortcut in favor of the apparent efficiency of immediate 

appointment. The testing period costs time. It delays the formal appointment. It requires the community 

to watch carefully and assess honestly rather than simply receiving a candidate's self-presentation and 

acting on it. But the cost of the testing period is far less than the cost of appointing to the office of deacon 

a person whose character, had it been tested in advance, would have disqualified them. Test first. Watch 

the service. Observe the character under conditions of actual ministry. Then appoint. 

3. Honor Women's Recognized Role in Diaconal Ministry as the New Testament Itself Honors It: 

The verse 11 qualification for women in diaconal service — placed within the deacon qualification list, 

mirroring the male deacon qualifications — and Phoebe's designation as a deacon in Romans 16:1 

together establish that women served in formal diaconal roles in the Pauline churches. The community 

that excludes women from all forms of ordered service and ministry has not followed the New Testament 

pattern. The character qualifications for women in diaconal service are specified because women 

exercised the diaconal ministry alongside men — and the community that honors this pattern is the 

community that most fully reflects the New Testament's ordering of the community's service. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The deacon qualification list is the most directly applicable passage in the chapter to the contemporary 

church's practice of commissioning people for practical service roles — and its most challenging 

provision is the testing requirement of verse 10. The testing period that Paul specifies is precisely the 

provision that contemporary churches most consistently skip in favor of the apparently more efficient 

process of appointing based on availability, willingness, and the recommendation of existing leaders. The 

result is the consistent appointment of people to service roles whose character, under the conditions of 

actual service, proves not to match the qualifications that the office requires — producing not only the 

disappointment of the community but the discouragement and sometimes the spiritual damage of the 

person who was appointed without the formation the role required. 

The promise of verse 13 — the excellent standing and great assurance in faith that faithful service 

produces — is also one of the most practically encouraging statements in the passage for the person who 



is currently serving faithfully in a diaconal role that is not generating the visibility or the recognition that 

the surrounding culture associates with significant ministry. The standing that faithful service produces 

is not institutional standing — it is not the promotional ladder of ministry career advancement. It is the 

standing of earned trust in the community of people who have watched the service and have found it to 

be what it claimed to be. And the assurance of faith that faithful service produces is the most durable 

form of theological confidence available: not the confidence produced by theological argument but the 

confidence produced by the experience of the gospel's faithfulness in the ordinary, costly, unglamorous 

conditions of genuine service. 

Key Lesson: The deacon's qualification is not primarily about the capacity for practical service 

but about the character that makes the service genuine — especially the interior grip on the deep 

truths of the faith that grounds the service in the mystery of the gospel — and the testing period 

that verifies the character before the formal appointment is the community's most honest and most 

practically wise provision for protecting both the community and the candidate from the 

consequences of premature appointment. 

 

1 Timothy 3:14–16 

The Household of God and the Mystery of Godliness: Why Church Order Matters 

(14) Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these instructions 
 so that, 
 (15) if I am delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves 
 in God's household, which is the church of the living God, 
 the pillar and foundation of the truth. 
 (16) Beyond all question, the mystery from which true godliness springs is great: 
 He appeared in the flesh, 
 was vindicated by the Spirit, 
 was seen by angels, 
 was proclaimed among the nations, 
 was believed on in the world, 
 was taken up in glory. 

THE CONTEXT 

The closing verses of the chapter are among the most important in the letter for understanding the 

theological rationale behind all the practical ordering instructions that have preceded them. Paul states 

his purpose explicitly: I am writing so that you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in 

God's household. The conduct of the community — the prayer, the worship ordering, the leadership 

qualifications, the service — is not primarily a matter of organizational efficiency or cultural 

appropriateness. It is the appropriate conduct of a household that belongs to the living God. The ordering 

of the church is the ordering of the household of the living God — and the stakes of getting it right 

correspond to whose household it is. 

The description of the church as the pillar and foundation of the truth is one of the most theologically 

concentrated ecclesiological statements in the New Testament. The church does not merely believe the 

truth. It is the institutional embodiment of the truth — the structure that holds the truth up and displays 

it to the world. The pillar metaphor suggests visibility and proclamation: the church is the structure that 

holds the truth aloft, making it visible to the surrounding world. The foundation metaphor suggests 



stability and permanence: the church is the structure on which the truth rests, maintaining it against the 

forces that would undermine it. Together the two metaphors describe a community with both a 

proclamatory responsibility and a preserving responsibility with respect to the truth that God has 

entrusted to it. 

The hymn of verse 16 — one of the earliest fragments of Christian hymnody preserved in the New 

Testament — is the most concentrated possible statement of the truth that the pillar-and-foundation 

church is called to uphold. Six lines in chiastic structure: manifestation in flesh / vindication by Spirit / 

seen by angels / proclaimed among nations / believed in the world / received into glory. The movement 

is from the incarnation through the resurrection through the proclamation to the ascension — the entire 

arc of the gospel in six verbs, organized in a structure that pairs earth and heaven, humanity and divinity, 

historical event and cosmic significance. The mystery of godliness — the truth about the God who 

became flesh — is what the church exists to uphold, display, and embody. This is why the leadership 

qualifications matter. This is why the ordering of the community matters. This is why getting the 

household of God right is worth the effort it requires. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I am writing all this to you while hoping to come to you soon — but in case I'm delayed, you need 

to know how people should behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, 

the pillar and the foundation of the truth. And without any question, the mystery at the heart of 

true godliness is something magnificent: He was manifested in a human body, vindicated by the 

Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed throughout the nations, believed on across the world, and 

received up into glory. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"God's household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth": 

This signifies The Church's Identity as the Household of the Living God and the Pillar of Truth Is 

the Theological Ground for the Seriousness of Its Ordering. 

The description of the church as God's household is the most intimate ecclesiological image in the 

passage — the church as the dwelling place, the family, the domestic sphere of the living God. The 

household language connects directly to the household management qualifications of the overseer and 

deacon lists: the person who leads the church is the person entrusted with the ordering of God's own 

household. The stakes of the qualification list become clear in this light: it is not merely the welfare of a 

human institution that is at stake in the leadership qualifications. It is the appropriate ordering of the 

place where God lives among His people. The household metaphor is the most relational and the most 

responsible framing of the church's institutional life available. 

"The pillar and foundation of the truth": This signifies The Church Bears a Dual Responsibility 

with Respect to the Truth — Both to Hold It Up Visibly and to Provide the Foundation on Which 

It Rests. 

The two metaphors — pillar and foundation — specify the church's two-dimensional relationship to the 

truth that God has entrusted to it. The pillar is the structure that holds something up, making it visible to 

the surrounding world. The church is the visible proclamation of the truth — the institutional embodiment 

that displays the gospel to the world that would otherwise not see it. The foundation is the structure that 

supports and stabilizes from below. The church is the preserving institution that maintains the truth 

against the forces that would undermine it — the false teachers, the cultural pressures, the theological 

drift that every generation of the community must resist. Both responsibilities are serious. The church 

that fails to proclaim has abandoned its pillar function. The church that fails to preserve has abandoned 

its foundation function. Both are necessary. 



"He appeared in the flesh, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was proclaimed among 

the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory": This signifies The Hymn of Six 

Lines Is the Most Compressed Statement of the Truth That the Pillar-and-Foundation Church 

Exists to Uphold. 

The six-line hymn of verse 16 is the theological summit of the chapter — and the theological ground of 

everything that has preceded it. The overseer qualifications, the deacon qualifications, the ordering of the 

community's prayer and worship, the protection against false teaching — all of it is in service of the 

proclamation and preservation of this: God was manifested in flesh. The incarnation is the first and most 

fundamental claim of the truth the church upholds. The vindication by the Spirit — the resurrection's 

confirmation of the Son's identity and mission. The visibility to angels — the cosmic significance of the 

event that happened in history. The proclamation among the nations — the missionary mandate that flows 

from the event. The belief in the world — the response that the proclamation is generating. And the 

reception into glory — the ascension that completes the movement from incarnation to exaltation. This 

is the truth. This is what the pillar holds up. This is what the foundation supports. This is what the 

household of God exists to embody. 

"Beyond all question, the mystery from which true godliness springs is great": This signifies The 

Mystery of the Incarnate God Is the Source from Which Genuine Godliness Flows — Not Rules or 

Disciplines but the Encounter with the God Who Became Flesh. 

The introductory phrase — beyond all question, the mystery from which true godliness springs is great 

— is the most important framing statement in verse 16. It establishes two things simultaneously. First, 

the truth being described is a mystery — not in the sense of something unclear or unverifiable, but in the 

sense of something previously hidden and now revealed, the divine secret that has been disclosed in the 

gospel. Second, true godliness — the authentic, God-formed character that the entire letter has been 

concerned to produce — springs from this mystery. Not from the qualification lists. Not from the church 

ordering instructions. Not from the sound doctrine alone. From the mystery of the God who was 

manifested in flesh. The godliness that the letter is calling for is the godliness that is formed by the 

encounter with the incarnate, crucified, risen, and glorified God. Everything else is in service of that 

encounter. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Understand the Ordering of the Community as the Appropriate Conduct of the Household of 

the Living God: The church ordering instructions of chapters 2 and 3 are not primarily organizational 

guidelines for the efficient management of a human institution. They are the specification of how the 

household of the living God should be conducted — and the weight of that framing should press on every 

decision the community makes about its ordering, its leadership, its worship, and its life together. The 

question is not primarily: what organizational structure will make us most effective? The question is: 

how should people behave in the household of the God who is living and who is present in His community? 

The ordering that the letter specifies is the answer to that question. 

2. Take the Church's Dual Responsibility as Pillar and Foundation of the Truth with the Full 

Weight That the Metaphors Imply: The community that identifies as the church of the living God has 

accepted both responsibilities that the pillar-and-foundation description implies: the proclamatory 

responsibility to hold up the truth visibly before the world, and the preserving responsibility to maintain 

the truth against the forces that would undermine it. Neither can be abandoned without abandoning an 

essential dimension of what the church is. The community that is so focused on the preserving function 

that it has stopped proclaiming has abandoned its pillar. The community that is so focused on proclaiming 

that it has stopped guarding the truth has abandoned its foundation. Both are the church's responsibility. 

Both are ongoing. Both require the character-formed leadership that chapter 3 has just described. 



3. Let the Mystery of the Incarnation Be the Source from Which the Godliness the Letter Calls for 

Springs: The hymn of verse 16 is not a catechism formula to be memorized and recited. It is the 

theological ground of the entire letter's practical instruction — the mystery that produces the godliness 

that the letter is calling for. The qualification lists, the ordering instructions, the fight of faith, the goal of 

love from a pure heart — all of it flows from the encounter with the God who was manifested in flesh, 

vindicated by the Spirit, proclaimed among the nations, and received into glory. Let this mystery be the 

source. Read the letter with the hymn in mind. The overseer who holds this mystery clearly. The deacon 

whose service is grounded in it. The community that holds it up as a pillar and supports it as a foundation. 

This is the church that the letter is trying to produce. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The description of the church as the pillar and foundation of the truth is one of the most important and 

most neglected ecclesiological statements in the contemporary church's self-understanding. The tendency 

of the contemporary church to understand itself primarily as a service provider, a community-builder, a 

spiritual resource for individual flourishing, or a platform for the ministry gifts of its leadership has 

obscured the most fundamental identity that the New Testament assigns to it: it is the pillar and 

foundation of the truth. It exists to hold up and to preserve the mystery of the God who was manifested 

in flesh — not primarily to meet the felt needs of its members or to maintain the cultural relevance of its 

programs, but to be the visible, institutional, character-formed, Spirit-maintained embodiment of the truth 

about the incarnate, crucified, and risen God. 

The hymn of verse 16 is also the most concentrated available corrective to the contemporary tendency to 

locate the source of genuine godliness in spiritual disciplines, formation programs, accountability 

structures, or therapeutic processes rather than in the mystery of the gospel itself. True godliness springs 

from the mystery — from the encounter with the God who became flesh, who was vindicated by the 

Spirit, who was proclaimed among the nations, and who was received into glory. The formation processes 

and disciplines are valuable — but they are valuable as means of deepening the encounter with the 

mystery, not as alternatives to it. The church that has all the programs and none of the mystery has 

mistaken the scaffolding for the building. The mystery of godliness is the mystery from which all genuine 

godliness springs. Let it be the center. 

Key Lesson: The church is the household of the living God — the pillar that holds the truth up 

and the foundation that supports it from below — and the mystery from which genuine godliness 

springs is the mystery of the God who was manifested in flesh, vindicated by the Spirit, proclaimed 

among the nations, and received into glory; this is why the ordering matters, this is why the 

qualification lists are serious, and this is what the community formed by the letter's instructions 

exists to uphold and embody before the world that is watching it. 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We close 1 Timothy chapter 3 having received both the detailed practical instruction of 

the qualification lists and the theological ground of the hymn that ends the chapter. We 

have been reminded that the noble task of leadership is matched by noble character 

qualifications — character formed in the ordinary relationships of daily life, in the 

household, in the marriage, in the management of the home that precedes and 

demonstrates the capacity for the management of the church. And we have been reminded 

why all of it matters: because the community we are ordering is the household of the living 

God, the pillar and foundation of the truth about the God who was manifested in flesh. 

Lord, form in us and in our communities the character that these qualification lists 

describe — not only in the people who are already in or aspiring to leadership, but in 

every member of the household, because the character qualities that qualify for oversight 

are the character qualities of mature Christian formation that the gospel is supposed to 

produce in everyone. Make us above reproach. Make us temperate and self-controlled and 

hospitable and gentle and not lovers of money. Form us in the household management 

that demonstrates our capacity for the larger leadership. And protect us from the spiritual 

pride that premature elevation produces. 

And let the hymn of verse 16 be the mystery from which our godliness springs. He 

appeared in the flesh. This is the truth we are called to uphold. He was vindicated by the 

Spirit — the resurrection that confirmed everything. He was proclaimed among the 

nations — the mission that flows from the event. He was believed on in the world — the 

response that the proclamation generates. He was taken up in glory — the ascension that 

completes the movement from incarnation to exaltation. Let this mystery be the center of 



our common life. Let the ordering of our community be the appropriate conduct of the 

household of the God whose story this is. And let the character we develop be the 

character that is formed by the encounter with the God who became flesh. 

In Jesus' name — in the name of the God who was manifested in flesh — we pray, Amen. 

Introduction to 1 Timothy Chapter 4 

False Asceticism, Godly Training, and the Young Minister: The Life That Matches the 

Doctrine 

First Timothy chapter 4 is the chapter where the letter becomes most directly personal for Timothy — 

and, through Timothy, for every person who is called to lead and teach in the community of faith at a 

relatively young age or under conditions of social pressure. The chapter moves from the warning about 

false teachers who will arise in later times, through the instructions about training for godliness, to the 

most sustained and most searching piece of pastoral counsel for young ministers in the New Testament: 

the famous charge to not let anyone look down on you because you are young, accompanied by the 

specification of the five dimensions of life in which the young minister is to set the example rather than 

concede the argument. 

The false teaching described in verses 1-5 is the chapter's most specific doctrinal target — and it has a 

very specific character that distinguishes it from the speculative controversy-generating teaching of 

chapter 1. The false teachers of chapter 4 are not promoting theological arguments. They are imposing 

ascetic restrictions: forbidding marriage and requiring abstinence from certain foods. The theological 

error is a dualistic devaluation of the physical creation — the assumption that the body and its natural 

pleasures are inherently spiritually suspect, and that genuine holiness requires the renunciation of the 

good gifts that God has given in creation. Paul's response to this error is not a defense of self-indulgence. 

It is a defense of creation: everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received 

with thanksgiving, because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. 

The passage on training for godliness in verses 6-10 is the chapter's most theologically rich section — 

and its central image, the comparison of bodily training and godliness training, is one of the most 

practically useful images in the letter. The bodily training that Timothy's world knew was the rigorous 

physical discipline of the athletic training culture — the gymnasium, the wrestling, the long-distance 

running that prepared the body for competition. Paul acknowledges that bodily training is of some value. 

But he sets alongside it the training for godliness — the disciplined, sustained, habitual engagement with 

the word of God, with prayer, with the community of faith, with the practices that form the person in the 

character that chapter 3's qualification lists described. And the comparison is telling: bodily training holds 

promise for this life only. Godliness holds promise for both the present life and the life to come. The 

investment calculus is not close. 

The closing section of the chapter — Timothy's personal conduct and example — is the most directly 

applicable to the contemporary minister who carries the word of God into a community that is evaluating 

whether the carrier matches the content. The command not to let anyone look down on his youth is not 

the command to act as though the youth does not exist. It is the command to render the youth irrelevant 

as a ground for dismissal by becoming, in the five dimensions specified, the kind of person whose life 

makes the youth objection unavailable. Speech, conduct, love, faith, purity — in these five areas, Timothy 

is to be the example that makes the age argument moot. The life that matches the doctrine is the most 

powerful argument available for the doctrine itself. 



 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We come to 1 Timothy chapter 4 asking for what it has to give: the discernment to 

recognize false asceticism when it presents itself as superior spirituality, the wisdom to 

invest in the training for godliness that holds promise for both the present and the life to 

come, and the courage to be the example that matches the teaching rather than conceding 

the argument to the critics of our youth or our experience. 

Lord, protect us from the false spirituality that devalues Your good creation — that 

imposes restrictions on the gifts You have given as though the restrictions themselves were 

the evidence of holiness. Let us receive every good gift with the thanksgiving that 

consecrates it — knowing that everything You created is good and that the goodness of 

creation reflects the goodness of the Creator. And let us be equally protected from the 

opposite error: the failure to invest in the disciplined training for godliness that the good 

gifts of creation can never substitute for. 

For those who are young in ministry, young in faith, young in the community's estimation: 

give them the charge of verse 12. Do not let anyone look down on your youth. Not by 

asserting the authority that age should earn, but by becoming — in speech and conduct 

and love and faith and purity — the person whose life renders the age objection irrelevant. 

The example is the argument. The life is the credential. In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

1 Timothy 4:1–5 

The Spirit's Warning and the Creation's Defense: False Asceticism Exposed 

(1) The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith 
 and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. 
 (2) Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, 
 whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron. 
 (3) They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, 
 which God created to be received with thanksgiving 
 by those who believe and who know the truth. 
 (4) For everything God created is good, 
 and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, 
 (5) because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. 

THE CONTEXT 

The warning of verse 1 is the most direct prophetic statement in the letter: the Spirit says clearly — not 

ambiguously, not as a remote possibility — that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow 

deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. The later times does not necessarily refer to the final 

eschatological period. In Paul's usage throughout his letters, the later times often refers to the entire 

period between the resurrection and the return — the period that the Thessalonian letters described as the 



time when the secret power of lawlessness is already at work. The false teaching being warned against is 

already beginning in Paul's day, as the Ephesian situation makes clear. The warning is about the trajectory: 

the abandonment of the faith that starts with the subtle and ends with the complete. 

The description of the false teachers as hypocritical liars whose consciences have been seared is the most 

severe characterization of false teachers in the letter. The seared conscience — literally cauterized, 

deadened by the repeated suppression of its proper function — is the interior condition that makes the 

hypocritical lying sustainable. The conscience that is functioning correctly cannot maintain a sustained 

discrepancy between the stated conviction and the actual motivation without registering the discrepancy 

as the discomfort that correction requires. The seared conscience is the conscience that has been 

suppressed so consistently and so thoroughly that it no longer registers the discrepancy. This is not a 

condition that happens suddenly. It is the result of the sustained, deliberate, incremental suppression of 

what the conscience was designed to do. 

The specific false teaching — forbidding marriage, requiring abstinence from certain foods — is 

grounded in a dualistic theology that regards the physical creation as spiritually inferior or contaminating. 

Paul's response to this theology is the most direct available from the mouth of the one who established 

Christian celibacy as a gift rather than an obligation and who argued elsewhere for the value of fasting: 

everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving. The 

defense of creation against the gnostic-adjacent dualism of the false teachers is the defense of the good 

God who made the good creation — the God who declared it very good in Genesis 1 and who gave it to 

humanity as the arena of genuine creaturely flourishing. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

The Spirit makes this completely clear: in the times ahead, some people will walk away from the 

faith and throw in their lot with deceiving spirits and demon-inspired teaching. These teachers 

are hypocrites who tell lies — their own consciences have been so repeatedly silenced that they're 

now as numb as if they'd been branded with a hot iron. They tell people not to get married, and 

they insist on avoiding certain foods — foods that God created to be received with grateful thanks 

by those who believe and understand the truth. Because everything God created is good. Nothing 

should be written off if it's received with thanksgiving — it's made holy by God's word and by 

prayer. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith": This signifies The 

Abandonment of the Faith That the Spirit Warns About Is Not a Single Dramatic Departure but a 

Progressive Trajectory That Starts with Deception and Ends with Departure. 

The Spirit's warning is not about a single dramatic apostasy but about a trajectory: the following of 

deceiving spirits and demonic teaching leads, over time, to the abandonment of the faith. The trajectory 

is important: the false teaching does not present itself as the abandonment of the faith. It presents itself 

as a superior, more spiritual form of the faith — the ascetic restrictions that forbid marriage and food as 

expressions of deeper holiness. The person who follows this trajectory is not told they are abandoning 

the faith. They are told they are advancing beyond the merely physical into the genuinely spiritual. The 

deception is the point. Deceiving spirits deceive. The trajectory ends in abandonment precisely because 

the beginning is not recognized as the direction it is heading. 

"Whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron": This signifies The Seared Conscience Is 

the Interior Condition That Makes Sustained False Teaching Possible — the Conscience Deadened 

by the Repeated Suppression of Its Proper Function. 



The image of the seared conscience is one of the most vivid and most practically important in the chapter. 

The searing is not a single event. It is the result of the sustained, incremental, repeated suppression of the 

conscience's proper function — the accumulated effect of consistently choosing the convenient over the 

true, the self-serving over the honest, the appearance of virtue over its reality. The conscience that has 

been seared can maintain the appearance of theological conviction while serving motivations that the 

functioning conscience would refuse. This is why the false teachers can forbid marriage and require food 

restrictions with the apparent sincerity of genuine conviction: the mechanism that would register the 

discrepancy between the stated conviction and the actual motivation has been disabled. 

"Everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving": 

This signifies The Defense of Creation Against Dualistic Devaluation Is the Defense of the Good 

God Whose Character Is Reflected in the Goodness of What He Made. 

The theological argument of verses 4-5 is among the most important in the passage — and it is the 

argument that most directly addresses the dualistic devaluation of the physical creation that underlies the 

false teaching. Everything God created is good — the echo of Genesis 1's very good, the affirmation of 

the creator's investment of His own goodness in what He made. Nothing is to be rejected — the most 

comprehensive possible statement of the acceptability of the created order. If it is received with 

thanksgiving — the condition that consecrates the reception: the acknowledgment of the Giver in the act 

of receiving the gift. The gift received with thanksgiving is consecrated — made holy — not by what it 

inherently is but by the relationship of grateful receptivity to the God who gave it that surrounds it. 

"It is consecrated by the word of God and prayer": This signifies The Consecration of the Created 

Gift by the Word and Prayer Is the Practice That Maintains the Relationship Between the Gift and 

the Giver. 

The consecration of the created good by the word of God and prayer is the practical expression of the 

theological principle of verse 4. The word of God provides the framework for understanding the gift as 

genuinely from the God who gives every good and perfect gift. Prayer is the conscious, deliberate act of 

gratitude that acknowledges the Giver in the act of receiving the gift. Together they are the practices that 

maintain the proper relationship between the created good, the person who receives it, and the God who 

gave it. Without the word and the prayer — without the framework and the gratitude — the created good 

can be received in ways that lose the Giver in the gift. The consecration is the recovery of the Giver in 

the act of receiving the gift. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Recognize False Asceticism by Its Theological Claim That Creation Is Spiritually Suspect Rather 

Than Spiritually Good: The false teaching that forbids marriage and restricts foods makes its claim on 

the basis of a superior spirituality: the more you restrict the physical, the more spiritual you are. This 

claim is the mark of a dualistic theology that has more in common with gnostic and neo-Platonic 

traditions than with the good creation of the good God of Genesis 1 and 1 Timothy 4. The Christian 

theology of creation affirms that the physical is not spiritually suspect — that the body, the food, the 

marriage, the material world are good gifts from the good God who made them, to be received with 

thanksgiving. Restrict what the Scripture restricts. Receive what the Scripture permits. And receive it 

with the thanksgiving that keeps the Giver present in the gift. 

2. Guard the Conscience with the Care That Its Searing Requires You to Recognize How 

Incremental the Damage Is: The seared conscience does not arrive fully deadened. It arrives at the 

condition of full insensitivity through the accumulated effect of repeated small suppressions — the 

individual moments in which the convenient choice was made over the honest one, the personal interest 

over the truth, the appearance over the reality. The guard against the seared conscience is not primarily 



the dramatic resistance to a single large temptation but the sustained, daily attention to the small 

suppressions that, if allowed, accumulate into the condition that makes the large ones possible. Keep 

short accounts with the conscience. When it registers discomfort at the discrepancy between stated 

conviction and actual behavior, take the discomfort seriously rather than suppressing it. The searing is 

always incremental. 

3. Practice the Consecration of Created Goods by Receiving Them with the Thanksgiving That 

Keeps the Giver Present in the Gift: The practical instruction of verses 4-5 — receive the created good 

with thanksgiving, consecrated by the word and prayer — is the most simple and the most profound daily 

spiritual practice available. The meal received with genuine prayer of thanksgiving, the marriage 

celebrated as the gift of the good God who instituted it, the bodily pleasures received as the generous 

provision of the Creator who made the body for enjoyment as well as for worship — all of these become 

acts of genuine spirituality when they are surrounded by the word that frames them and the prayer that 

acknowledges the Giver. The consecration is available to every created good. It requires only the word 

and the prayer. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The false asceticism that Paul warns about in this passage is as recognizable in the contemporary church 

as it was in first-century Ephesus — though its contemporary forms are often more subtle and more 

theologically sophisticated than the crude forbidding of marriage and food. The contemporary versions 

include the implicit elevation of celibacy over marriage as a more spiritual state, the treatment of certain 

physical pleasures as inherently suspect regardless of their created goodness, and the subtler form of 

dualism that locates genuine Christian spirituality primarily in the interior and the immaterial while 

treating the physical and the embodied as spiritually peripheral. All of these are expressions of the same 

theological error that Paul addresses in verses 1-5: the devaluation of the good creation of the good God. 

The word of God and prayer as the instruments of consecration is also one of the most practically 

accessible theological principles in the passage. The family meal that begins with genuine thanksgiving 

is not merely a social convention. It is the act of consecration that Paul describes — the word of God (the 

Scripture's teaching about the goodness of the created gift) and prayer (the explicit acknowledgment of 

the Giver) together transforming the ordinary act of eating into a genuinely spiritual act. The church that 

has lost the practice of grace before meals has lost something more than a quaint tradition. It has lost the 

daily practice of consecrating the created good by the word and prayer that the passage commends. 

Key Lesson: The Spirit warns that false teaching will arise in the later times — and the specific 

form it takes here is the false asceticism that devalues the good creation of the good God; the 

antidote is the biblical theology of creation: everything God created is good, nothing is to be 

rejected if received with thanksgiving, and the consecration of created goods by the word and 

prayer is the daily spiritual practice that keeps the Giver present in the gift. 

 

1 Timothy 4:6–10 

Trained for Godliness: The Investment That Holds Promise for Both Present and 

Future 

(6) If you point these things out to the brothers and sisters, 
 you will be a good minister of Christ Jesus, 



 nourished on the truths of the faith 
 and of the good teaching that you have followed. 
 (7) Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives' tales; 
 rather, train yourself to be godly. 
 (8) For physical training is of some value, 
 but godliness has value for all things, 
 holding promise for both the present life and the life to come. 
 (9) This is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance. 
 (10) That is why we labor and strive, 
 because we have put our hope in the living God, 
 who is the Savior of all people, 
 and especially of those who believe. 

THE CONTEXT 

The transition from the warning about false teaching to the instruction about Timothy's personal 

development is the chapter's pivot — the movement from what Timothy is to combat to what Timothy is 

to become. The connection is explicit: if you point these things out to the brothers and sisters, you will 

be a good minister of Christ Jesus. The good ministry is the ministry that is actively engaged in the 

refutation of the false and the proclamation of the true — the ministry that nourishes the community on 

the truths of the faith and the good teaching. The good minister is first a student of the truth and then its 

teacher — nourished on the truths before passing the nourishment to others. 

The central image of the passage — the comparison between physical training and training for godliness 

— is one of the most practically evocative in the Pastoral Epistles. The physical training of the ancient 

world was the rigorous, systematic, habitual discipline of the gymnasium — the training that prepared 

the athlete for the competitions that defined the public life of the Greco-Roman city. Paul does not dismiss 

bodily training as valueless. He acknowledges that it is of some value — for this life, for the physical 

capacities it develops, for the discipline it instills. But he sets alongside it a superior investment: training 

for godliness. The godliness training that Paul commends is the same sustained, disciplined, habitual 

engagement with the practices that form the person in the character and the life that the gospel calls for. 

The specific contrast — physical training holds promise for this life only, while godliness holds promise 

for both this life and the life to come — is the investment argument in its most direct form. The person 

who trains only the body has invested in an asset that expires with the body. The person who trains for 

godliness has invested in an asset that outlasts the body, that has full value in the present life and retains 

full value in the life that follows. The trustworthy saying of verse 9 — this is a trustworthy saying that 

deserves full acceptance — is the signal that what follows is a settled, authoritative assertion that the 

community should receive without reservation: the hope placed in the living God is the ground of the 

labor and the striving that training for godliness requires. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

If you lay all this out clearly for the brothers and sisters, you'll be a good servant of Christ Jesus 

— one who has been shaped by the truths of the faith and the sound teaching you've been following. 

Steer clear of worldly myths and meaningless stories. Instead, train yourself in godliness. Physical 

training has some value — but training in godliness is valuable across the board, because it 

carries the promise of life both now and in the age to come. You can count on that — it's completely 

worth accepting. This is exactly why we push hard and keep going: because we've placed our hope 

in the living God, who is the Savior of all people, and particularly of those who believe. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 



"Nourished on the truths of the faith and of the good teaching that you have followed": This 

signifies The Good Minister Is First a Student of the Truth Before Being a Teacher of It — 

Nourished Before Nourishing. 

The description of Timothy as nourished on the truths of the faith is the chapter's most important 

statement about the relationship between the minister and the message. The minister is not primarily the 

producer of the truth that the community needs. The minister is the recipient — the person who has been 

fed on the truths of the faith and the good teaching, who has been formed by the word before attempting 

to form others through it. The nourishing comes first. The teaching flows from the nourishing. The 

minister who attempts to feed the community from a self that has not itself been fed is the minister who 

will eventually run out of substance — who will substitute the performance of theology for its reality and 

the appearance of formation for its practice. Be nourished first. Then nourish. 

"Train yourself to be godly — for physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all 

things": This signifies The Investment Comparison Between Physical Training and Godliness 

Training Is the Most Direct Available Argument for Prioritizing the Formation of the Interior Life. 

The comparison Paul draws between physical training and godliness training is not the dismissal of 

physical discipline — he acknowledges it has some value. It is the investment argument: which training 

produces the greater return? The physical training that produces the disciplined, capable body has 

genuine value — for this life, for the finite period during which the body serves its purposes. The 

godliness training that produces the disciplined, Christlike interior has value for all things — for every 

dimension of life, for the present life in its full range, and for the life to come in its eternal extension. 

The investment calculus is not close. The person who invests in physical training to the neglect of 

godliness training has optimized for the shorter return. Train for godliness. 

"Holding promise for both the present life and the life to come": This signifies The Godliness 

Training That the Chapter Commends Is Not an Otherworldly Investment That Neglects the 

Present — It Holds Promise for Both. 

The specification that godliness holds promise for both the present life and the life to come is one of the 

most important qualifications in the passage — because it prevents the misreading of the godliness 

training as an exclusively otherworldly investment that produces benefit only after death. Godliness is 

valuable now. The person formed in godliness has a better marriage, a better relationship with their 

children, a more ordered and more generous household, a more sustainable and more authentic ministry, 

a more genuine and more durable peace in the circumstances that would otherwise produce anxiety. The 

promise for the present life is real. And it coexists with the promise for the life to come — the eternal 

extension of the good that the godliness training has been producing. The investment holds both 

dimensions simultaneously. 

"We have put our hope in the living God, who is the Savior of all people, and especially of those 

who believe": This signifies The Hope That Grounds the Labor and the Striving Is the Hope Placed 

in the Living God — Not in the Training Itself or in the Outcomes It Produces. 

The theological ground of the labor and the striving of verse 10 is not the discipline of the training itself. 

It is the hope placed in the living God. The person who trains for godliness because they believe the 

training will produce the results, and who would stop training if the results did not appear on schedule, 

has placed their hope in the training rather than in the God who is the source of the godliness the training 

is reaching toward. The hope in the living God is the hope that sustains the training through the periods 

when the results are invisible — that grounds the labor in the character of the God who is the Savior of 

all people, rather than in the apparent success of the investment being made. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 



1. Invest in the Training for Godliness with the Systematic, Habitual Discipline That Physical 

Training Requires: The comparison to physical training is the most practically instructive feature of the 

passage. Physical training produces its results not through occasional intense effort but through the 

sustained, systematic, habitual discipline of regular practice — the daily workout, the consistent diet, the 

gradually increasing demand that produces the gradually increasing capacity. The training for godliness 

that holds promise for all things requires the same kind of systematic, habitual discipline. Not the 

occasional intense retreat or the irregular burst of devotional energy, but the sustained, daily, habit-level 

engagement with the Scripture, the prayer, the community of faith, and the practices that form the person 

in the character of the God who is being pursued. Train systematically. Train habitually. The godliness 

that holds promise is the godliness produced by training. 

2. Be Nourished on the Truths of the Faith Before You Attempt to Nourish Others: The sequence of 

verse 6 — nourished on the truths of the faith, then a good minister of Christ Jesus — is the most 

important sequencing instruction for every person who is engaged in any form of teaching or leading in 

the community of faith. The ministry that flows from the personal nourishment of the word is the ministry 

that has something to give because it has itself received. The ministry that attempts to produce the 

nourishment in others without first receiving it personally is the ministry that will run dry — that will 

substitute the form of theological engagement for its reality and the performance of ministry for its 

substance. Prioritize personal nourishment. The teaching and the leading will be as strong as the personal 

reception of the word that they are drawing on. 

3. Ground the Labor and Striving in the Hope of the Living God Rather Than in the Expected 

Outcomes of the Training: The hope placed in the living God — rather than in the training's visible 

results — is the most sustainable possible ground for the sustained effort that genuine formation requires. 

The person who trains for godliness because they believe in the God who is the source of the godliness, 

and who continues training whether or not the results are immediately apparent, has a source of 

motivation that does not depend on the feedback loop of visible progress. The person who trains for 

godliness because they expect it to produce measurable improvements in their spiritual metrics has a 

source of motivation that will fail the moment the metrics plateau. Place the hope in the living God. The 

labor and the striving flow from that hope, not from the expectation of returns on investment. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The comparison between physical training and godliness training is one of the most directly applicable 

passages in the chapter to the contemporary church's investment of its members' time and energy. The 

contemporary evangelical church has been deeply influenced by the fitness culture of the surrounding 

society — the premium placed on physical health, physical appearance, and the disciplined investment 

of time and resources in the physical body. Paul does not dismiss this investment. He acknowledges it 

has value. But the comparison he draws is meant to produce a recalibration: are we investing in the 

training that holds promise for all things, for this life and the life to come, with the same systematic 

discipline that we invest in the training that holds promise for this life only? 

The ground of the labor and the striving — the hope in the living God who is the Savior of all people — 

is also one of the most important theological statements in the chapter for the person who is currently 

experiencing the plateau or the apparent failure of the godliness training. The hope is in the living God 

— not in the training's results. The God who is the Savior of all people is not indifferent to the person 

who is training toward Him. The labor and the striving are not in vain — not because the training is 

guaranteed to produce the expected results on the expected schedule, but because the living God in whom 

the hope is placed is the God whose faithfulness is the ultimate guarantee of the investment. He who calls 

you is faithful — He will do it. 



Key Lesson: Train for godliness with the systematic, habitual discipline that physical training 

requires — but train for something that holds far more value: the promise of life both now and in 

the age to come, grounded not in the training's visible results but in the hope placed in the living 

God who is the Savior of all people and who is faithful to the ones who are striving toward Him. 

 

1 Timothy 4:11–16 

The Example That Answers the Critics: Don't Let Anyone Look Down on Your 

Youth 

(11) Command and teach these things. 
 (12) Don't let anyone look down on you because you are young, 
 but set an example for the believers in speech, in conduct, 
 in love, in faith and in purity. 
 (13) Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, 
 to preaching and to teaching. 
 (14) Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through prophecy 
 when the body of elders laid their hands on you. 
 (15) Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, 
 so that everyone may see your progress. 
 (16) Watch your life and doctrine closely. 
 Persevere in them, because if you do, 
 you will save both yourself and your hearers. 

THE CONTEXT 

The closing section of the chapter is the most personally addressed portion of the letter so far — the 

direct, specific, pastoral charge to Timothy himself, not as the leader of the Ephesian community but as 

a young person under the scrutiny of a community that may be using his youth as a reason to discount 

what he has to say. The command of verse 12 — don't let anyone look down on you because you are 

young — is one of the most cited verses in discussions of young leadership, and it is regularly misread 

as the permission for young leaders to assert their authority despite their youth. The actual instruction is 

more demanding and more interesting: don't let them look down on you — by becoming the person 

whose life makes the looking down unavailable as a response. 

The five dimensions in which Timothy is to set the example — speech, conduct, love, faith, purity — are 

the five areas of life most likely to be scrutinized by the community that is evaluating whether this young 

person has the character that the role requires. Speech is the most visible: what comes out of the mouth 

reveals what is in the heart. Conduct is the pattern of behavior that the community observes in the 

ordinary circumstances of daily life. Love is the evidence that the gospel has formed the interior in the 

way it is supposed to form it. Faith is the genuine personal conviction that the ministry represents. And 

purity is the integrity of the interior life — the absence of the hypocrisy and the hidden failure that the 

false teachers of verse 2's seared consciences are characterized by. In all five areas, Timothy is to be the 

example — not the authority to be obeyed, but the life to be followed. 

The instruction of verse 13 — devotion to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching 

— is the most specific description of the content of Timothy's ministry in the chapter. The three activities 

are related but distinct. The public reading of Scripture is the liturgical act of bringing the word of God 

into the hearing of the gathered community — the practice that connects the community to the whole of 



the biblical narrative and forms it in the vocabulary and the worldview that the Scripture provides. 

Preaching is the proclamatory, exhortatory dimension of the ministry of the word — the announcement 

and the application of the gospel that calls for response. And teaching is the more systematic, formative 

engagement with the word — the kind of instruction that chapter 1's sound doctrine is supposed to 

produce. All three together constitute the full ministry of the word. 

The closing instruction — watch your life and doctrine closely, persevere in them, because if you do you 

will save both yourself and your hearers — is the most searching and the most serious charge in the 

passage. The dual object of the watching — life and doctrine — is the most important pairing in the 

chapter. The life without the doctrine is the life that has no theological grounding for the character it is 

trying to display. The doctrine without the life is the theology that does not correspond to the person who 

holds it — the shipwrecked faith of chapter 1's warning. The life and the doctrine must correspond — 

must be held together in the same person with the same integrity — if the ministry is to be the kind of 

ministry that saves both the minister and the community. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Teach and insist on all of this. Don't let anyone dismiss you just because you're young. Instead, 

make your life a model for believers — in the way you talk, in how you live, in how you love, in 

your faith, and in your moral purity. Until I arrive, give yourself to reading the Scriptures publicly, 

to preaching, and to teaching. Don't let the spiritual gift you received sit unused — the one that 

was given you through the prophetic word when the elders laid their hands on you. Pour yourself 

into these things. Let your growth be visible to everyone. Keep a close watch on your own life and 

on the teaching you give. Stick with it — because if you do, you'll bring salvation both to yourself 

and to everyone who hears you. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Don't let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers": 

This signifies The Answer to the Critics of Youth Is Not the Assertion of Authority but the Quality 

of Life That Makes the Critique Unavailable. 

The structure of the command is crucial: don't let anyone look down — by setting an example. The way 

to prevent the looking down is not to demand that the looking down stop, or to assert the authority that 

the community should recognize regardless of the leader's age, or to appeal to the calling that the 

prophecies identified. The way to prevent the looking down is to become the person whose life makes 

the looking down an intellectually dishonest response. The example that answers the critics is the life 

that corresponds to the doctrine — the speech that is consistent, the conduct that is observable, the love 

that is genuine, the faith that is sincere, the purity that is maintained. When the life matches the teaching, 

the age objection loses its force. Not because the young person has argued against it, but because the life 

has made it irrelevant. 

"In speech, in conduct, in love, in faith and in purity": This signifies The Five Dimensions of the 

Example Are the Five Most Observable and Most Scrutinized Dimensions of the Young Leader's 

Life. 

The five areas in which Timothy is to set the example are the five most likely to be scrutinized by the 

community that is evaluating whether his youth disqualifies him from the authority he is exercising. 

Speech: the most immediate and the most visible expression of the interior life — what comes out of the 

mouth reveals what is in the heart (Matthew 12:34). Conduct: the pattern of observable behavior that the 

community watches in the ordinary circumstances of daily life, not only in the formal ministry contexts. 

Love: the evidence that the Spirit has produced in the interior what the gospel describes — the costly, 

other-directed, genuine care for the community that cannot be faked over the long term. Faith: the visible 



confidence in the God who has been declared, the living-out of the trust that the ministry represents. And 

purity: the interior integrity — the absence of the discrepancy between the stated conviction and the 

actual motivation that the seared conscience enables. 

"Watch your life and doctrine closely — persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both 

yourself and your hearers": This signifies The Dual Object of the Watching Is the Most Important 

Pairing in the Chapter — the Life and the Doctrine Must Correspond in the Same Person. 

The instruction to watch both life and doctrine closely is the chapter's most searching and most serious 

charge — and the pairing is the key to understanding what the watching is for. The doctrine without the 

life is the theology that does not inhabit the person who holds it — the shipwrecked faith, the seared 

conscience, the false teacher whose knowledge of the truth is not reflected in the truth of their life. The 

life without the doctrine is the moral earnestness that has no theological grounding — the goodness that 

does not know why it is good, that has no anchor for the character it is trying to maintain. The watching 

that saves both the watcher and the hearers is the watching that maintains the correspondence between 

the life and the doctrine — that refuses to let either drift from its alignment with the other. 

"Give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress": This signifies The Progress 

That the Community Is to Observe Is the Progress of a Person Who Is Visibly Growing Into the 

Ministry Rather Than Already Fully Arrived. 

The instruction that everyone may see your progress is one of the most encouraging and most 

counterintuitive in the passage. The young minister is not expected to already be fully formed, already at 

the destination, already the complete expression of the character and the ministry that the example calls 

for. They are expected to be progressing — visibly, observably, in a direction that the community can 

track. The progress is itself the testimony: the community that watches the young minister grow in speech 

and conduct and love and faith and purity is the community that is witnessing the formation that the 

gospel produces. The progress is not an embarrassment to be hidden until completion. It is the evidence 

of the training at work. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Answer the Critics of Your Youth or Your Experience with the Quality of Your Life Rather Than 

the Assertion of Your Authority: The instruction of verse 12 is the most practically useful word in the 

chapter for every person who is exercising leadership in a community that is skeptical of their 

qualifications. The argument from authority — I have been called to this, I have been ordained to this, I 

have the credential — is the least effective possible response to the people who are looking down on your 

youth or your experience. The argument from life is the most effective: become, in the five dimensions 

of the example, the person whose life makes the objection intellectually dishonest. The character that 

matches the calling is more persuasive than any assertion of the calling's legitimacy. Set the example. 

The example is the argument. 

2. Devote Yourself to the Public Reading of Scripture, Preaching, and Teaching as the Three 

Essential Ministries of the Word: The instruction of verse 13 — the public reading, the preaching, and 

the teaching — specifies the three dimensions of the ministry of the word that the community most needs 

from the person entrusted with its care. The public reading of Scripture is the most regularly neglected 

of the three: the liturgical, communal, audible reading of the biblical text as an act of formation in itself, 

independent of exposition or application. The community that hears the word read publicly is the 

community that is being formed in the vocabulary and the worldview of the Scripture, week by week, 

regardless of the quality of the sermon that follows. Read the Scripture publicly. Preach it exhortatorily. 

Teach it systematically. All three together constitute the full ministry of the word. 



3. Watch Your Life and Doctrine with Equal Vigilance — the Drifting of Either Threatens the 

Saving of Both You and Your Hearers: The dual watching of verse 16 is the most practically urgent 

instruction in the passage for the person who is in the long middle of ministry — past the beginning 

enthusiasm and not yet at the end, in the ordinary stretches of teaching and leading that are neither 

dramatic nor glamorous. The life that is not watched tends to drift from the doctrine. The doctrine that is 

not watched tends to drift from the life. The correspondence that saves both the minister and the 

community is not self-maintaining. It requires the deliberate, regular, honest watching that the instruction 

commands. Watch both. Watch equally. The ministry that neglects one for the other has undermined the 

saving of both. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The charge to set an example in speech, conduct, love, faith, and purity is among the most frequently 

cited and the most consistently underapplied instructions in pastoral ministry — partly because the five 

areas of the example are the five areas that are least visible in the conventional assessment of ministry 

performance, and partly because the cultivation of the example requires the sustained, unglamorous, 

habit-level work that produces formation over years rather than the impressive performance that produces 

acclaim in moments. The community that is watching a young minister's speech and conduct and love 

and faith and purity over the course of years is being shown either the evidence that the gospel forms 

people as it claims to form them, or the evidence that the performance of ministry can be sustained 

without the reality of the formation. The watching community knows the difference. The example either 

answers the critics or confirms them. 

The instruction to watch both life and doctrine closely — and the promise that the watching will save 

both the watcher and the hearers — is the most serious and the most searching word in the chapter for 

the minister who is tempted to invest disproportionately in the quality of their theological output while 

neglecting the quality of their personal formation. The doctrine that is preached is only as powerful as 

the life that carries it. The community that receives excellent theology from a person whose life does not 

correspond to the theology is a community that is being given the content without the credential — the 

word without the embodiment that makes the word credible in the context of daily life. Watch both. The 

watching that perseveres in both is the watching that saves. 

Key Lesson: Don't let anyone look down on your youth — by setting the example in speech and 

conduct and love and faith and purity that makes the looking down intellectually dishonest; watch 

your life and your doctrine with equal vigilance; and persevere in both, because the life that 

matches the doctrine is the most powerful argument available for the doctrine, and the saving of 

the hearers is inseparable from the saving formation of the person who carries the word to them. 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We close 1 Timothy chapter 4 having received three things that we need with equal urgency: 

the discernment to recognize false asceticism as the devaluation of Your good creation 

rather than the advancement of genuine holiness; the motivation to invest in the training 

for godliness that holds promise for both this life and the life to come; and the courage to 

set the example that answers the critics of our youth or our experience with the quality of 

the life rather than the assertion of the authority. 

Lord, protect us from the seared conscience that makes the sustained discrepancy between 

stated conviction and actual motivation sustainable. Keep the conscience functioning — 

registering the discomfort that the discrepancy produces, calling us back to the alignment 

of life and doctrine that the good minister's watching is supposed to maintain. Let us not 

suppress the conscience's proper function through the incremental accumulation of 

convenient choices. Let us take its registrations seriously. 

Give us the systematic, habitual discipline of the training for godliness — not the 

occasional intense effort but the daily, sustained, habit-level engagement with the 

Scripture and the prayer and the community and the practices that form the person in the 

character of the God who is being pursued. Let the progress be visible. Let the community 

see the formation happening. Let the example answer the critics not by argument but by 

life. 

And for those who are watching over both life and doctrine in the long middle of ministry 

— let the watching be equal and sustained. Let the doctrine not drift from the life, and the 

life not drift from the doctrine. Let the correspondence between the two be the 

correspondence that the watching maintains — not once, not at the beginning, not at the 



dramatic moments, but persistently, habitually, through the unglamorous stretches of 

ordinary faithfulness that constitute the vast majority of any genuine ministry. Because if 

we persevere in both, we will save both ourselves and those who hear us. And the living 

God in whom we have placed our hope is faithful to do exactly that. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

Introduction to 1 Timothy Chapter 5 

Honor, Care, and Accountability: How the Household of God Treats Its Most Vulnerable 

and Its Most Responsible 

First Timothy chapter 5 is the most socially specific chapter in the letter — the chapter where the general 

principles of the community's ordering encounter the particular and sometimes difficult realities of the 

people who make up the community. The chapter addresses three groups in sequence: the broader 

relational community (how to treat older and younger men and women); the widows (who qualifies for 

the community's formal support, and what responsibilities the community and the family bear for 

different categories of widow); and the elders (how to honor them, how to handle accusations against 

them, and how to avoid premature appointment). Together these three treatments constitute the most 

extended and most practically detailed engagement with the community's actual social responsibilities in 

any of Paul's letters. 

The treatment of widows is the longest and the most complex section of the chapter — and it reveals the 

most about the early church's understanding of its social responsibilities and their limits. The ancient 

world's social provision for widows was extremely limited: without a husband, a widow was 

economically vulnerable in ways that the modern welfare state has made difficult to imagine. The church 

had developed, from its earliest days, a practice of formal support for widows — a practice rooted in the 

Old Testament's consistent concern for the widow, the orphan, and the stranger as the most vulnerable 

members of society. But the practice had, apparently, been extended in ways that were creating problems: 

younger widows were being enrolled in the support list who had family members capable of caring for 

them, and the enrolled widows were not all meeting the character requirements that the formal role 

required. 

The treatment of elders in verses 17-25 is the chapter's most institutionally focused section — and it 

addresses the most delicate pastoral and governance challenges of the early community's life. The double 

honor given to elders who lead well — especially those who labor in preaching and teaching — is the 

positive affirmation that genuine leadership deserves genuine recognition and genuine material support. 

The handling of accusations against elders requires both the protection of the leader against false 

accusation (the two-witness requirement) and the willingness to address genuine sin publicly when it is 

established. And the warning against premature ordination — do not be hasty in the laying on of hands 

— connects directly to the chapter 3 instruction about not appointing recent converts, extending the 

principle to the broader context of leadership appointment. 

The chapter's organizing logic is the concept of the household — the household of God that chapter 3 

identified as the church, the pillar and foundation of the truth. The treatment of the older and younger 

men and women as fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters, establishes the familial framework within 

which all the specific instructions operate. The care for the widows is the household's provision for its 

most vulnerable members. The honor for the elders is the household's appropriate recognition of those 

who lead it. And the accountability structures for accusations and appointments are the household's 



governance mechanisms — the means by which the household of God maintains the integrity that its 

identity as God's household requires. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We come to 1 Timothy chapter 5 asking for the practical wisdom that this chapter requires: 

the wisdom to honor and relate to the different members of the household of God in ways 

that are appropriate to who they are and what they need, the generosity to provide for 

those who cannot provide for themselves, and the courage to hold accountable those who 

have been entrusted with leadership in ways that protect both the community and the 

leader. 

Lord, give us the familial orientation that the chapter's opening verses establish — the 

capacity to treat the older members of the community as parents and the younger members 

as siblings, with the pure relationship that genuine family membership requires. Give us 

the discernment to know how to care for those who are genuinely alone in the world and 

the courage to call the families of those who are not to their proper responsibility. And 

give us the double honor that genuine leadership deserves — the recognition, the material 

support, and the protection against false accusation that the person who labors in 

preaching and teaching has earned. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

1 Timothy 5:1–2 

The Household Relationships: Treating Every Member with Familial 

Appropriateness 

(1) Do not rebuke an older man harshly, 
 but exhort him as if he were your father. 
 Treat younger men as brothers, 
 (2) older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, 
 with absolute purity. 

THE CONTEXT 

These two verses are among the shortest and the most practically important in the chapter — and they 

establish the relational framework within which all the more specific instructions that follow are to be 

understood. The framework is the family: the community of faith is the household of God, and the 

relationships within that household are to be structured on the analogy of the family relationships that 

the household metaphor implies. Older men as fathers. Younger men as brothers. Older women as 

mothers. Younger women as sisters. The pastoral relationship is the relationship of a family member to 

the other family members — not the relationship of a professional to clients, or an authority to 

subordinates, or a manager to employees. 



The specific instruction about the older man — do not rebuke harshly, but exhort as a father — is 

addressed to the young minister who has been charged with the care of the community and who will 

inevitably need to address the failures and the errors of people who are older than he is. The natural 

temptation is toward the extreme in one direction or another: either the avoidance of the necessary 

confrontation because the age differential makes it uncomfortable, or the overcompensation of harsh 

rebuke to demonstrate that the youth does not prevent the authority. Paul specifies the middle way: the 

exhortation that a son gives to a father — respectful, honest, appropriately direct, but characterized by 

the deference that the relationship between son and father requires. 

The qualification attached to the treatment of younger women — with absolute purity — is the most 

important pastoral safeguard in the passage. The familial relationship with younger women in the 

community requires the unqualified purity that the family relationship demands: the relationship of a 

brother to a sister, characterized by the complete absence of the sexual interest or romantic dimension 

that would corrupt the relationship and damage both the minister and the person being ministered to. The 

absolute is significant: there is no context or qualification that makes the purity requirement negotiable. 

The pastoral relationship with younger women is the relationship of a brother to a sister — in every 

dimension, without exception. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Don't come down hard on an older man. Instead, appeal to him the way a son would appeal to his 

father. Treat younger men as you would treat brothers. Treat older women the way you would treat 

your mother. Treat younger women the way you would treat sisters — with absolute purity in every 

way. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Exhort him as if he were your father": This signifies The Pastoral Relationship with Older 

Members of the Community Is to Be Characterized by the Respectful Directness That a Son Brings 

to a Difficult Conversation with His Father. 

The instruction to treat the older man as a father — exhorting rather than rebuking, with the tone 

appropriate to a son addressing a father — is the chapter's most important guidance for the young minister 

who must navigate the age differentials that genuine pastoral care requires. The father analogy specifies 

both the directness and the respect: a son does not avoid difficult conversations with his father, but neither 

does he approach them with the harshness that a superior might use with a subordinate. The exhortation 

is honest and direct — it says what needs to be said. But it is accompanied by the respect that the 

relationship between son and father requires, the deference to the wisdom and the experience and the 

dignity that the father represents. This is the pastoral tone that the age differential requires. 

"With absolute purity": This signifies The Qualification on the Relationship with Younger Women 

Is Absolute — There Is No Context in Which the Purity of the Familial Relationship Is Negotiable. 

The absolute purity required in the relationship with younger women is the most important safeguard in 

the passage — and the word absolute is the most important word. The pastoral relationship with younger 

women is to be characterized by the complete absence of any dimension that would corrupt the familial 

analogy: no sexual interest, no romantic dimension, no cultivation of an inappropriate emotional intimacy 

that exploits the vulnerability of the pastoral relationship. The brother-sister analogy specifies the 

relationship exactly: the care that a brother extends to a sister, the protection that a brother offers, the 

honest engagement that siblings have — all without any of the dimensions that would make the 

relationship something other than what the family analogy requires. Absolute purity. No exceptions. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 



1. Let the Familial Metaphor Govern the Tone of Every Pastoral Relationship: The four relationships 

specified in verses 1-2 — older men as fathers, younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, 

younger women as sisters — are the relational framework within which all the specific pastoral care 

instructions of the chapter operate. The tone that each of these relationships requires is different, and the 

minister who fails to calibrate the tone appropriately — who rebukes the older man with the harshness 

appropriate to a peer or treats the younger woman with the familiarity appropriate only to a sibling — 

has violated the relational framework that the household of God requires. Let the family analogy govern. 

Treat each person with the tone that their position in the family analogy specifies. 

2. Maintain the Absolute Purity of the Pastoral Relationship with Younger Women as a Non-

Negotiable Boundary: The absolute purity instruction is the most practically important boundary in 

pastoral ministry — and the word absolute is designed to close every door that rationalization might 

otherwise open. The pastoral relationship with younger women that develops an inappropriate emotional 

intimacy, that cultivates a closeness that the brother-sister analogy does not describe, that exploits the 

vulnerability of the person seeking pastoral care — this is the relationship that has violated the absolute 

of verse 2. The protection against this violation is not primarily the institution of formal boundaries, 

though these have their place. It is the genuine internalization of the familial analogy: she is a sister. The 

relationship of a brother to a sister is the standard. Absolute means absolute. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The familial framework of verses 1-2 is the most humanizing available corrective to the 

professionalization of pastoral care that has characterized contemporary ministry culture. The 

professional model of pastoral care — which emphasizes appropriate boundaries, managed relationships, 

and the maintenance of professional distance — has genuine value as a safeguard against the abuses that 

the absence of structure can produce. But it risks losing the relational warmth and the genuine investment 

in the person that the familial analogy requires. The father who carefully maintains professional distance 

from his son has misunderstood what it means to be a father. The minister who carefully manages every 

relationship to the standard of professional appropriateness may have lost the genuine family care that 

the household of God is supposed to provide its members. 

Key Lesson: The household of God is a family, and the pastoral relationships within it are to be 

characterized by the tones and the postures of the family relationships they mirror — with the 

respectful directness of a son speaking to a father, the genuine sibling care of a brother for his 

brothers, the maternal reverence appropriate to the older women, and the absolute purity of the 

brother-sister relationship that admits no qualification. 

 

1 Timothy 5:3–16 

The Widows: Genuine Need, Family Responsibility, and the Community's Ordered 

Care 

(3) Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need. 
 (4) But if a widow has children or grandchildren, 
 these should learn first of all to put their religion into practice 
 by caring for their own family 
 and so repaying their parents and grandparents, 
 for this is pleasing to God. 



 (5) The widow who is really in need and left all alone 
 puts her hope in God and continues night and day to pray and to ask God for help. 
 (6) But the widow who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives. 
 (7) Give the people these instructions, so that no one may be blamed. 
 (8) Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, 
 and especially for their own household, 
 has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. 
 (9) No widow may be put on the list of widows unless she is over sixty, 
 has been faithful to her husband, 
 (10) and is well known for her good deeds, such as bringing up children, 
 showing hospitality, washing the feet of the Lord's people, 
 helping those in trouble and devoting herself to all kinds of good deeds. 
 (11) As for younger widows, do not put them on such a list. 
 For when their sensual desires overcome their dedication to Christ, 
 they want to marry. 
 (12) Thus they bring judgment on themselves, 
 because they have broken their first pledge. 
 (13) Besides, they get into the habit of being idle and going about from house to house. 
 And not only do they become idlers, but also busybodies who talk nonsense, 
 saying things they ought not to. 
 (14) So I counsel younger widows to marry, to have children, to manage their homes 
 and to give the enemy no opportunity for slander. 
 (15) Some have in fact already turned away to follow Satan. 
 (16) If any woman who is a believer has widows in her family, 
 she should help them and not let the church be burdened with them, 
 so that the church can help those widows who are really in need. 

THE CONTEXT 

The treatment of widows in this passage is the most extended and the most socially detailed section of 

the chapter — and its complexity reflects the genuine complexity of the situation Paul is addressing. The 

early church had developed the practice of formal support for widows from the earliest days (Acts 6:1 

records a dispute about the distribution to widows that prompted the appointment of the Seven). The 

practice was rooted in the Old Testament's consistent concern for the widow as among the most 

vulnerable members of society, and it expressed the gospel's claim that the community of faith should 

care for those whom the surrounding society had no mechanism to support. 

The passage distinguishes between different categories of widow, and the distinctions are driven by two 

related concerns: who genuinely needs the community's support, and who has the character and the life 

that qualifies for the formal enrolled role. The widow who is really in need — left all alone, putting her 

hope in God, continuing night and day in prayer — is the person the formal support was designed to 

serve. The widow who has family members capable of supporting her should receive that support from 

her family rather than from the community — and the obligation of the family to provide this support is 

stated with striking force: anyone who does not provide for their own household has denied the faith and 

is worse than an unbeliever. 

The qualifications for the formal enrolled widow — over sixty, faithful to her husband, well known for 

her good deeds — mirror the character qualifications for the overseer and the deacon in chapter 3. The 

enrolled widow is not merely the recipient of the community's support. She is a recognized role within 

the community's ordered life — likely involving intercessory prayer and perhaps forms of ministry to the 

community's members. The character requirements ensure that the formal role is occupied by people 



whose lives have demonstrated the character that the role requires, not merely by people who meet the 

technical qualification of being a widow without family support. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Give proper honor and support to the widows who are genuinely on their own. But if a widow has 

children or grandchildren, those family members should learn to practice their faith by caring for 

their own relatives first — repaying what their parents and grandparents gave them — because 

this is what pleases God. The widow who is truly alone and has no one puts her hope entirely in 

God and prays day and night. But the widow who just lives for her own pleasure is spiritually 

dead while still physically alive. Make sure everyone understands this so no one can be faulted. 

Anyone who won't take care of their own relatives — and especially those in their own household 

— has denied the faith and is worse than someone who doesn't even believe. No widow should be 

added to the official support list unless she is at least sixty years old, has been committed to one 

husband, and is well known for the good she has done — things like raising children, practicing 

hospitality, serving the Lord's people, helping those in distress, and devoting herself to every kind 

of good work. Don't include younger widows on this list. When their natural desires pull them 

away from their commitment to Christ, they want to remarry, and they break the pledge they 

originally made. On top of that, they tend to become idle and go from house to house — not just 

idle, but gossips and busybodies, saying things they shouldn't. So I recommend that younger 

widows remarry, have children, and manage their households well — giving the enemy no opening 

to attack. Some have already gone off the rails and followed the wrong path. If any believing 

woman has widows in her family, she should take care of them and not put the burden on the 

church — so the church's resources can go to the widows who are truly alone with no support. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need": This signifies The Community's 

Care for the Genuinely Vulnerable Is the Gospel's Social Logic Made Visible in Institutional Form. 

The instruction to give proper recognition — the Greek suggests both honor and the material support that 

the honor implies — to widows who are really in need is the chapter's most direct expression of the 

gospel's social logic. The community that has received the mercy of the God who desires all people to be 

saved is the community whose care extends to the most vulnerable members of its household. The 

recognition given to the genuinely destitute widow is not charity in the condescending sense. It is the 

appropriate response of a community that has been formed by the God who consistently identifies the 

widow, the orphan, and the stranger as the specific objects of divine care and human responsibility. The 

community's care for the really-in-need widow is the community's institutional expression of the 

character of the God it worships. 

"Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, and especially for their own household, has 

denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever": This signifies The Family's Obligation to Care 

for Its Own Vulnerable Members Is a Gospel Obligation, Not Merely a Cultural Expectation. 

The force of verse 8 is among the strongest in the chapter — and it is worth pausing on the strength. Has 

denied the faith. Worse than an unbeliever. These are not mild expressions of pastoral preference. They 

are the most severe possible characterization of the failure to provide for one's own household — a failure 

that Paul regards as a denial of the very faith that the person claims to hold. The logic is the gospel's own 

logic: the God who provides for His household, who cares for the widow and the orphan and the stranger, 

who is the Savior of all people — this God is the God whose people are formed in His character. The 

person who claims to follow this God while refusing to care for the family members who depend on them 

has not yet grasped what it means to follow Him. 



"Well known for her good deeds — bringing up children, showing hospitality, washing the feet of 

the Lord's people, helping those in trouble": This signifies The Character of the Enrolled Widow 

Is Demonstrated in the Specific, Costly, Practical Good Deeds That the Gospel Produces in the 

Person It Has Genuinely Formed. 

The character qualifications for the enrolled widow are remarkable for their specificity and their 

costliness: bringing up children, showing hospitality, washing the feet of the Lord's people, helping those 

in trouble, devoting herself to all kinds of good deeds. These are not the performative acts of religiosity 

— the visible spiritual disciplines that produce the reputation for holiness without the costly investment 

in others that genuine holiness requires. They are the specific, practical, other-directed acts of service 

that the gospel produces in the person whose life has been genuinely formed by the character of the God 

who serves. The washing of feet — the most humble and the most physically costly act of service in the 

ancient world — is included alongside the more conventionally respectable forms of good works. The 

enrolled widow's character is demonstrated in the most humble service available. 

"Anyone who does not provide for their own household has denied the faith": This signifies The 

Primary Responsibility for the Care of Vulnerable Family Members Belongs to the Family — the 

Community's Role Is the Support of Those Who Have No Family. 

The structural logic of the entire widows passage is the distribution of responsibility between the family 

and the community — and the logic is clear: the family bears the primary responsibility for the care of 

its vulnerable members, and the community's formal support structure exists for those who have no 

family to bear that responsibility. This is not the limitation of the community's generosity. It is the 

appropriate ordering of the two institutions — the family and the community — in their complementary 

roles of providing for the vulnerable. The community that provides formal support to widows who have 

families capable of supporting them has deprived the genuinely destitute widow of resources that the 

community's support structure was designed to supply. The ordering is in service of the genuinely 

vulnerable. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Take Seriously the Family's Primary Responsibility for the Care of Its Own Vulnerable Members 

as a Gospel Obligation: The force of verse 8 — denying the faith, worse than an unbeliever — makes 

the family's care for its own vulnerable members a gospel matter rather than a cultural option. The adult 

child who is financially capable of supporting an aging or widowed parent and does not do so has not 

merely failed a social obligation. They have denied something essential about the faith they claim to hold 

— the faith in the God whose character includes the consistent, costly, institutional care for the widow 

and the orphan. Receive the family responsibility as the gospel obligation that verse 8 describes it as: not 

optional, not conditioned on circumstances, but the practical expression of the faith that the gospel calls 

for. 

2. Structure the Community's Formal Support to Reach Those Who Are Genuinely Without 

Family Provision: The ordering principle of the passage — family first, community for those without 

family — is the most practically wise and the most genuinely generous distribution of the community's 

limited resources. The community that provides formal support to everyone who asks, regardless of their 

family situation, has distributed its resources in ways that deprive the genuinely destitute of the support 

that was most urgently needed. The community that takes the ordering seriously — encouraging families 

to bear their proper responsibility while reserving the formal support for those who genuinely have no 

family provision — is the community that most effectively serves the widows who are really in need. 

Manage the resources generously and wisely. 



3. Recognize That Genuine Care for the Vulnerable Is One of the Community's Most Powerful 

Gospel Testimonies: The early church's care for widows — its provision for the genuinely destitute in a 

world that had no alternative mechanism for their support — was one of the most powerful testimonies 

to the gospel's social logic available in the ancient world. The Roman world was not characterized by 

organized care for the genuinely destitute. The church's provision for widows was visibly different — 

and the difference was the difference that the gospel makes in the community it forms. The contemporary 

church that takes seriously its responsibility to care for the genuinely vulnerable in its own household — 

and that structures its resources to do so effectively — is the church that is most visibly embodying the 

social logic of the gospel. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The passage on widows is the chapter's most direct engagement with the question of how the community 

of faith discharges its social responsibilities — and it addresses this question with a sophistication that 

the contemporary church would do well to receive. The distinction between those who are really in need 

and those who have family members capable of providing for them is the distinction that makes genuine 

generosity possible: the community that has unlimited obligations to everyone is the community whose 

resources are insufficient to meet the genuine needs of anyone. The realistic assessment of who is 

genuinely without support — and the courageous assignment of the responsibility for others to the 

families who bear it — is the precondition for the community's genuine and sustainable care for the 

genuinely destitute. 

The character qualifications for the enrolled widow — the life of demonstrated service, the bringing up 

of children, the hospitality, the foot-washing, the helping of those in trouble — are also one of the most 

comprehensive portraits of genuine Christian character in the letter. The enrolled widow is not defined 

by her need but by her character — and the character is the character of the person whose life has been 

genuinely formed by the gospel. The good deeds that qualify her for the formal role are the good deeds 

that the gospel produces in the person who has genuinely received it. The pattern of her life is the pattern 

that the gospel is supposed to produce in every member of the community — and the recognition that the 

enrolled widow receives is the recognition that the community owes to the person whose life most visibly 

embodies what the gospel has been trying to produce. 

Key Lesson: The community's care for the genuinely vulnerable is the gospel's social logic made 

visible — but the genuinely generous and genuinely sustainable care is the care that assigns 

primary responsibility to the families who can bear it, reserves the community's formal support 

for those who have no family provision, and recognizes in the enrolled widow's life of 

demonstrated service the character that the gospel is supposed to produce in everyone it 

genuinely forms. 

 

1 Timothy 5:17–25 

The Elders: Honor, Accountability, and the Warning Against Hasty Appointment 

(17) The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, 
 especially those who labor in preaching and teaching. 
 (18) For Scripture says, 'Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain,' 
 and 'The worker deserves his wages.' 
 (19) Do not entertain an accusation against an elder 



 unless it is brought by two or three witnesses. 
 (20) But those elders who are sinning are to be rebuked publicly, 
 so that the others may take warning. 
 (21) I charge you, in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels, 
 to keep these instructions without partiality, 
 and to do nothing out of favoritism. 
 (22) Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, 
 and do not share in the sins of others. 
 Keep yourself pure. 
 (23) Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine 
 because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses. 
 (24) The sins of some people are obvious, reaching the place of judgment ahead of them; 
 the sins of others trail behind them. 
 (25) In the same way, good deeds are obvious, 
 and even those that are not obvious cannot remain hidden forever. 

THE CONTEXT 

The treatment of elders in verses 17-25 is the chapter's most institutionally sensitive section — it deals 

with the most delicate of all the community's governance challenges: how to honor the leaders who 

deserve honor, how to handle accusations against leaders, how to discipline leaders whose sin has been 

established, and how to avoid the premature appointment that creates the problem the discipline must 

subsequently address. These are the governance challenges that every institution faces — and the 

guidelines Paul provides are as practically wise as they are theologically grounded. 

The double honor given to elders who lead well — especially those who labor in preaching and teaching 

— is the positive foundation from which everything else in the passage flows. The honor is both relational 

(the recognition and respect that genuine leadership deserves) and material (the financial support that the 

worker deserves, grounded in the Old Testament agricultural principle and the dominical saying). The 

two scriptural citations — the muzzled ox and the worker's wages — establish the material support of 

the teaching elder not as a generous gesture of the community but as a matter of basic justice: the one 

whose labor produces the community's formation deserves the material support that the labor requires. 

The two-witness requirement for accusations against elders, the public rebuke of those whose sin is 

established, and the solemn charge to maintain strict impartiality — these three together constitute the 

community's accountability framework for its most visible leaders. The two-witness requirement protects 

the elder from the accusation of a single disgruntled person whose grievance may not reflect the reality 

of the leader's conduct. The public rebuke when sin is established ensures that the protection of the leader 

is not used to shield genuine sin from the accountability that sin requires. And the charge to impartiality 

— delivered in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels — is the most solemn possible 

reminder that the administration of the accountability framework must not be shaped by personal 

relationships or institutional self-interest. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Elders who lead the church well deserve to be well compensated — especially those who work 

hard at preaching and teaching. Scripture says: 'Don't muzzle the ox while it's threshing grain' — 

and 'The worker deserves his pay.' Don't even hear an accusation against an elder unless there 

are two or three witnesses to back it up. But if an elder is actually sinning, confront it publicly so 

that everyone else takes it seriously. I'm being completely serious about this — before God and 

Christ Jesus and the holy angels: carry out these instructions without playing favorites, without 

letting personal preferences guide you. Don't rush into ordaining anyone — don't make yourself 

responsible for someone else's sins. Keep your own life clean. And stop drinking nothing but water 



— take a little wine for your stomach's sake since you get sick so often. Some people's sins are out 

in the open, obvious before any investigation begins. Others' sins only show up later. The same is 

true of good deeds — some are obvious, and the ones that aren't can't stay hidden forever. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those 

who labor in preaching and teaching": This signifies The Material Support of Teaching Elders Is a 

Matter of Justice, Not Generosity — Grounded in the Principle That the Worker Deserves Their 

Wages. 

The double honor given to elders who lead well — particularly those who labor in preaching and teaching 

— is among the most important institutional statements in the chapter. The word for double honor in the 

Greek can carry both the relational sense of genuine recognition and the material sense of financial 

compensation — and the two scriptural citations that follow make clear that the material sense is included: 

the muzzled ox and the worker's wages are both economic principles about the just compensation of 

those whose labor produces value for others. The teaching elder's labor in preaching and teaching 

produces the community's formation — the most important work that any person can do for the household 

of God. That labor deserves material support as a matter of justice, not as an optional gesture of the 

community's generosity. 

"Do not entertain an accusation against an elder unless it is brought by two or three witnesses": 

This signifies The Two-Witness Protection Provides the Leader with the Most Basic Safeguard 

Against the Accusation That Exploits the Visibility of the Leadership Role. 

The two-witness requirement for accusations against elders is the passage's most important institutional 

protection for the community's leaders — and it reflects the consistent biblical principle of Deuteronomy 

17:6 and 19:15 applied to the specific vulnerability of the visible leader. The person who leads the 

community publicly is the person whose life and conduct are most observed and most commented upon 

— and the observation and commentary are not always accurate or fair. The two-witness requirement 

prevents the accusation of a single disgruntled person, a personal enemy, or a disappointed candidate 

from becoming the basis for an institutional response that damages the leader's reputation and standing 

before the evidence has been established. The protection is not the immunity of the powerful but the 

basic fairness of established evidentiary standards. 

"Those elders who are sinning are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning": 

This signifies The Public Rebuke of the Established Sin Is the Community's Most Serious 

Accountability Mechanism — and Its Purpose Is as Much Deterrent as Discipline. 

The public rebuke of elders whose sin has been established by the two-witness standard is the passage's 

most sobering instruction — and it is deliberately placed immediately after the two-witness protection to 

prevent the protection from being used as a shield against legitimate accountability. The two-witness 

requirement ensures that accusations are properly established before action is taken. But when the sin is 

properly established, the response is public rebuke. The purpose is specified: so that the others may take 

warning. The public nature of the rebuke is not punitive in itself — it is the deterrent function of publicly 

administered accountability, the demonstration to the community that the leadership's visibility does not 

purchase immunity from the accountability that the community's integrity requires. 

"Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands — do not share in the sins of others": This signifies The 

Warning Against Premature Ordination Extends to the Ordainer the Responsibility for the 

Failures That the Premature Appointment Makes Possible. 



The warning against hasty ordination — and its connection to sharing in the sins of others — is one of 

the most sobering statements in the passage. The connection is direct: the person who ordains hastily 

bears some responsibility for the failures of the person prematurely ordained. This is not a claim that the 

ordaining person is morally culpable for the subsequent sins of the ordained person in the same way that 

the ordained person is culpable. It is the acknowledgment that the ordination creates the conditions within 

which those sins are possible — that the premature appointment gives the incompletely formed person 

the authority and the opportunity that their character was not yet ready to bear. The warning against 

premature ordination is the warning to protect the community, the candidate, and the ordainer from the 

consequences of impatience. 

"The sins of some people are obvious — the sins of others trail behind them": This signifies The 

Judgment About Character That Ordination Requires Must Account for the Reality That Some 

Failures Are Immediately Visible and Some Only Become Visible Over Time. 

The observation of verses 24-25 — that some sins are obvious before the investigation reaches them and 

others only become visible afterward, while good deeds are similar in their varying visibility — is the 

practical wisdom that the entire elder-appointment discussion requires. The community that evaluates 

candidates only on the basis of what is immediately visible has not yet taken seriously the reality that 

some character failures take time to surface, and that the premature appointment accelerates the timeline 

at which the community will discover what longer observation would have revealed before the 

appointment was made. The testing period that the deacon qualification list specified (3:10) — and the 

caution against premature ordination (5:22) — are both expressions of the same pastoral wisdom: give it 

time. The things that trail behind will eventually catch up. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Provide Material Support for Teaching Elders as a Matter of Justice Rather Than Optional 

Generosity: The scriptural grounding of the teaching elder's financial support — the ox, the worker's 

wages — places the material compensation of the person who labors in preaching and teaching in the 

category of basic justice rather than generous discretion. The community that underpays or refuses to 

pay the person whose labor in the word produces its formation has violated the principle that the Scripture 

specifies: the worker deserves their wages. This is not the license for excessive compensation or for the 

distortion of ministry into a financial enterprise. It is the recognition that the genuine labor of preaching 

and teaching deserves the genuine material support that makes that labor sustainable over the long term 

without the additional burden of financial precarity. 

2. Apply the Two-Witness Standard Consistently — Protecting the Leader from False Accusation 

While Maintaining the Accountability That Established Sin Requires: The two-witness protection 

and the public rebuke of established sin must be held together — because each without the other produces 

a distortion of the community's accountability framework. The two-witness standard without the 

willingness to rebuke publicly produces the institutional self-protection that shields genuine sin behind 

the evidentiary standard. The willingness to rebuke publicly without the two-witness standard produces 

the institutional vulnerability that allows false accusations to damage leaders before the truth has been 

established. Both elements are necessary. Apply the standard consistently — to all leaders, without 

partiality, in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels. 

3. Take the Warning Against Hasty Ordination as the Most Important Institutional Safeguard 

Against the Leadership Failures That Damage the Community Most Severely: The history of the 

church's most damaging leadership failures is largely the history of premature ordinations — of people 

appointed to the authority and the opportunity of the office before the character formation that the office 

requires was in place. The warning of verse 22 is not the counsel of excessive caution about the 



appointment of gifted people. It is the counsel of the patience that allows the character to be formed and 

observed before the authority that amplifies the character's failures is granted. Give it time. The testing 

period costs less than the recovery from the premature appointment's consequences. Do not share in the 

sins of others by creating the conditions within which those sins become possible. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The double honor for teaching elders is one of the most consistently underapplied principles in the 

contemporary church — and the underapplication takes two forms. The relational form is the 

community's failure to give genuine recognition and respect to the people whose labor produces its 

formation: the tendency to treat the pastor as an employee rather than as the shepherd of the household, 

to evaluate the ministry by consumer metrics rather than by the formation that the preaching and teaching 

is supposed to produce, and to discount the labor that is not immediately visible — the study, the prayer, 

the pastoral care that produces the sermon rather than the sermon itself. The material form is the 

community's underpayment of the people whose labor in the word is its most important institutional 

investment. Both forms of underapplication violate the principle that Scripture specifies. 

The observation about visible and trailing sins and good deeds in verses 24-25 is also one of the most 

practically wise pieces of institutional guidance in the chapter. The person who evaluates candidates for 

leadership only on the basis of what is visible at the moment of evaluation — the gifts, the presence, the 

apparent character — without accounting for the reality that some failures only become visible over time, 

has not yet applied the full wisdom of the passage. The testing period, the observation of the household, 

the reputation with outsiders, the time allowed for the trailing things to catch up — all of these are the 

practical expressions of the pastoral wisdom that verses 24-25 articulate. Give it time. The person whose 

good deeds are not yet obvious will demonstrate them. The person whose sins trail behind will eventually 

reveal them. Patient observation is the most reliable available assessment. 

Key Lesson: The elders who lead well deserve the double honor that includes their material 

support as a matter of justice; the accountability framework — two witnesses to protect, public 

rebuke to discipline, strict impartiality to govern — is the community's most important 

governance mechanism for its most visible leaders; and the warning against hasty ordination is 

the most important institutional safeguard against the leadership failures that damage the 

community most severely, because the person whose sins trail behind them will eventually be 

overtaken by what they have been outrunning. 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We close 1 Timothy chapter 5 having received one of the most practically specific and the 

most institutionally wise chapters in the Pastoral Epistles. We have been instructed about 

the relational framework that governs the household of God — the familial tones and 

postures that different relationships require. We have been challenged by the family's 

primary obligation to its own vulnerable members, and by the community's responsibility 

for those who genuinely have no family to bear that obligation. And we have been given 

the governance principles for the community's most visible leaders — the double honor, 

the two-witness protection, the accountability that established sin requires, and the 

warning against the premature ordination that shares in the sins it creates the conditions 

for. 

Lord, form in our communities the familial love that the opening verses describe — the 

treatment of the older members as parents, the younger members as siblings, with the pure 

relationship that genuine family membership requires. Let the care for the genuinely 

vulnerable be the visible expression of the gospel's social logic, organized wisely so that 

the community's resources reach those who most urgently need them. And let the family 

members who have the capacity to care for their own do so — receiving the obligation as 

the gospel obligation that verse 8 describes it as, not as the cultural expectation that can 

be negotiated. 

Give our communities the wisdom to honor genuine leadership with the double honor it 

deserves — the relational recognition and the material support that the worker's wages 

principle requires. Give us the patience to apply the two-witness standard before 

entertaining accusations, and the courage to rebuke publicly when the standard has been 



met and the sin has been established. And give us the patience to avoid the hasty 

ordination that creates the conditions for the failures that will eventually catch up with 

the person who was appointed before their character was ready for the office. 

Most of all, let our communities be the households of God that the chapter describes — 

places where the vulnerable are cared for, where the genuine leaders are honored and 

held accountable, where the familial relationships are characterized by the love and the 

purity that the household of the living God requires. In Jesus' name, Amen. 

Introduction to 1 Timothy Chapter 6 

Godliness with Contentment, the Good Fight, and the Charge to the Wealthy: The 

Letter's Final Word 

First Timothy chapter 6 is the letter's final chapter — and it brings together, in a remarkable concentration 

of pastoral urgency, the letter's three great concerns: the danger of false teaching, the formation of the 

individual minister, and the ordering of the community's common life. The chapter opens with a brief 

word about those in positions of social subordination, moves quickly to a devastating portrait of the false 

teacher motivated by financial gain, delivers the letter's most personal and most exhilarating charge to 

Timothy himself, and then closes with two carefully calibrated instructions about wealth — one for the 

wealthy in the present age, and one final charge to Timothy to guard what has been entrusted to him. 

The section on false teachers and money in verses 3-10 is among the most penetrating in the entire letter. 

Paul identifies a specific and particularly dangerous form of false teaching: the teaching that is motivated 

by financial gain, that treats godliness as a means to financial profit. The portrait he draws is 

comprehensive and uncomfortable — the false teacher described is not someone who has abandoned all 

pretense of spirituality, but someone who deploys the forms and the vocabulary of religion as a 

mechanism for personal enrichment, all while generating the same theological controversy that chapter 

1 identified as the primary symptom of false teaching. And the counter-claim Paul makes is the letter's 

most memorable: godliness with contentment is great gain. The word great here is the same word used 

in 3:16's description of the mystery of godliness as great. The genuine gain that the genuine godliness 

produces is not financial. It is the contentment that belongs to the person who has learned to hold the 

things of this world loosely because they have their hands on something of infinitely greater value. 

The personal charge to Timothy in verses 11-16 is the emotional and spiritual high point of the chapter 

— and perhaps of the entire letter. Flee the love of money, Timothy is told — but immediately the 

instruction turns from what to flee toward what to pursue: righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, 

gentleness. And then: fight the good fight of the faith. The same fight-language that chapter 1's closing 

used — the good fight, the keeping of faith and conscience — returns here, now grounded in the most 

theologically comprehensive account of the gospel's content in the letter. The charge to Timothy is issued 

in the sight of God who gives life to everything and of Christ Jesus who gave his good testimony before 

Pontius Pilate — the Creator God and the crucified Christ both invoked as the witnesses before whom 

the fight is being waged. And the doxology that follows — ascribing to God alone the immortality, the 

unapproachable light, the honor and power — is the letter's closest equivalent to the erupting praise of 

1:17. 

The chapter closes, after the instruction to the wealthy, with the most urgent possible final charge to 

Timothy: guard what has been entrusted to your care. The deposit — the word used elsewhere in the 

Pastoral Epistles (2 Timothy 1:14) for the body of teaching that has been committed to the minister's 



keeping — is the thing that Timothy has been commissioned to protect from the false teachers since 

chapter 1. And the letter's final word — grace be with you all — is the same grace that was the first word 

of the letter and the first and last word of the Thessalonian correspondence. The letter that began with 

grace ends with grace. Everything in between — the false teachers, the ordering of worship, the 

qualification lists, the widows, the elders, the contentment, the fight — all of it exists within the frame 

of the grace that is the source, the sustenance, and the final word of everything the community of faith 

does and is. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We come to the final chapter of 1 Timothy asking for the dual gift this chapter offers: the 

contentment that makes the love of money unnecessary, and the fight that makes the 

pursuit of righteousness possible. Give us godliness with contentment — the 

understanding that we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it, 

and that having food and clothing we should be content. Let this not be a counsel of 

diminishment but of liberation: the person who is genuinely content has been freed from 

the grip of the thing that grips most tightly in every generation. 

And give us the fight of faith that the chapter commends: not the combative, controversy-

generating fight of chapter 1's false teachers, but the fight toward righteousness, godliness, 

faith, love, endurance, and gentleness — the fight whose goal is the character of the God 

we serve. Let the great commission of verse 12 — take hold of the eternal life to which 

you were called — be the aspiration that organizes our days, and let the sight of God who 

gives life to everything and of Christ Jesus who gave his good confession before Pontius 

Pilate be the context in which we wage it. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

1 Timothy 6:1–2 

Those Under the Yoke: The Gospel's Witness in Circumstances of Social 

Subordination 

(1) All who are under the yoke of slavery should consider their masters 
 worthy of full respect, so that God's name and our teaching may not be slandered. 
 (2) Those who have believing masters should not show them disrespect 
 just because they are fellow believers. 
 Instead, they should serve them even better, because those who benefit 
 from their service are dear to them as fellow believers and are devoted to the welfare 
 of those who serve them. 
 These are the things you are to teach and insist on. 

THE CONTEXT 



The brief opening instruction of the chapter — addressed to those under the yoke of slavery — is one of 

the most contextually sensitive passages in the letter, and one that requires honest engagement with both 

its historical context and its theological logic. The institution of slavery in the first-century Roman world 

was an inescapable social reality, embedded in the legal, economic, and domestic structures of society in 

ways that no individual's decision or even a community's collective decision could simply override. Paul's 

instructions here are not an endorsement of slavery as a social institution — the same Paul who writes 

Galatians 3:28 (neither slave nor free in Christ), who sends Onesimus back to Philemon with a letter that 

makes his slave status theologically untenable, and who uses slavery as a metaphor for the bondage from 

which the gospel liberates, is not a defender of the system. 

What Paul is addressing is the specific pastoral and missiological concern that animated similar 

instructions elsewhere in the Pastoral Epistles (Titus 2:9-10) and in the broader Pauline corpus: the 

witness of the gospel in circumstances of social subordination that cannot be immediately changed. The 

instruction — consider masters worthy of full respect, so that God's name and our teaching may not be 

slandered — applies the same logic that the entire letter has been applying to every form of community 

ordering: the primary concern is the credibility of the gospel in the eyes of those who are watching the 

community. The believing slave who treats a non-believing master with contempt, or who uses the 

equality of the gospel as a pretext for social insubordination, has given the watching world a reason to 

say that the gospel is socially destabilizing rather than genuinely transformative. 

The second verse adds the further complication of the believing master — the situation in which both 

parties to the slave relationship are members of the community of faith. The temptation might be to use 

the fellowship of the faith as a reason for diminished service — we are brothers and sisters now; why 

should I serve you as a slave? Paul's instruction addresses this precisely: serve them even better, because 

the benefit of the service goes to a fellow believer who is devoted to the welfare of the one who serves. 

The gospel's logic does not reduce obligation — it intensifies it. The same logic that makes all believers 

equal before God makes every act of service an act directed toward a person who is now, in the deepest 

possible sense, a neighbor. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Everyone who is a slave should treat their masters with full respect, so that God's name and our 

teaching won't be spoken of with contempt. If any slaves have masters who are believers, they 

shouldn't treat them with less respect just because they're fellow Christians. They should actually 

serve them even better, because the ones benefiting from their work are beloved fellow believers 

who care about their wellbeing. These are the things you should be teaching and insisting on. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"So that God's name and our teaching may not be slandered": This signifies The Motivation for 

the Instruction Is Missiological — the Credibility of the Gospel in the Eyes of Those Who Are 

Watching the Community. 

The same missiological motivation that runs through the entire letter's ordering instructions — from the 

prayer for kings so that the community may live peacefully and so advance the gospel, to the qualification 

of elders that includes a good reputation with outsiders — appears here in its most direct form. The 

instruction is not primarily about maintaining social order or respecting the institution of slavery. It is 

about the witness that the community's behavior in the existing social order provides to those who are 

evaluating whether the gospel is what it claims to be. The community that the gospel is forming is being 

watched — and its behavior in the most socially exposed dimensions of its life is the most visible 

testimony available to the God whose name is at stake. 



"Serve them even better, because those who benefit from their service are dear to them as fellow 

believers": This signifies The Gospel Does Not Reduce the Obligation of Service but Intensifies It 

by Transforming the Relationship Within Which the Service Occurs. 

The instruction to serve believing masters even better is counterintuitive — the gospel's announcement 

of equality before God might be expected to reduce the felt obligation of service, or at least to make it 

more perfunctory. Paul's logic runs in the opposite direction: the master who is now a fellow believer, 

who is dear to the serving person, who is devoted to their welfare — this master is a neighbor in the 

fullest possible gospel sense. And the obligation to love the neighbor is not reduced by the neighbor's 

elevated social position. If anything, the intensification of the relationship through the shared faith makes 

the service an act of love rather than merely an act of compulsion. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Read Paul's Instructions About Social Subordination Within Their Full Pastoral and 

Missiological Context Before Drawing Broader Conclusions: The instructions in verses 1-2 are not a 

general social theory but a specific pastoral word addressed to people in circumstances of social 

subordination that they could not immediately change, whose primary concern was the credibility of the 

gospel to those watching them. The church that reads these instructions as an endorsement of any system 

of social subordination, or as a permanent theological principle about the appropriate relationship 

between powerful and powerless people, has misread both the letter's immediate concern and the larger 

Pauline corpus's consistent trajectory — toward freedom, equality, and the subversion of social 

hierarchies by the social logic of the gospel. 

2. Let the Missiological Concern for God's Name Be the Primary Lens for Evaluating the 

Community's Behavior in Every Social Context: The instruction that the community's behavior in 

social contexts should not slander God's name or teaching is not limited to the specific context of slavery. 

It is the broadest possible expression of the letter's consistent concern: the watching world is evaluating 

the gospel by the behavior of the people who claim to be formed by it. In every social context — the 

workplace, the neighborhood, the civic community, the family — the question the community should be 

asking is not merely what is permissible for us but what does our behavior communicate about the God 

whose name we carry and the teaching whose credibility we represent. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The instructions of verses 1-2, taken in their full context, illustrate one of the most important principles 

of the letter: that the gospel's transformation of the community's interior life does not always translate 

immediately or directly into the transformation of the community's external social structures. The 

community formed by the gospel may live within social structures that the gospel's full logic would 

eventually transform or abolish — but the transformation is not always immediate, and the behavior of 

the community within the existing structures is itself a form of witness, for good or ill. The church has 

always been called to embody the gospel's social logic within whatever structures it inhabits — while 

also, over time and through the slow leaven of the kingdom, pressing toward the fuller expression of that 

logic that the gospel's ultimate trajectory describes. 

Key Lesson: The instruction about those under the yoke of slavery is governed entirely by the 

missiological concern for God's name and teaching — the gospel's transformation does not 

always immediately change the social structures within which the community lives, but it does 

transform the motivation, the quality, and the relational character of the service rendered within 

those structures, and the watching world is always evaluating whether the community's behavior 

matches the gospel's claims. 



 

1 Timothy 6:3–10 

False Teaching, Financial Gain, and Godliness with Contentment: The Great Gain 

That Money Cannot Buy 

(3) If anyone teaches otherwise and does not agree to the sound instruction 
 of our Lord Jesus Christ and to godly teaching, 
 (4) they are conceited and understand nothing. 
 They have an unhealthy interest in controversies and quarrels about words 
 that result in envy, strife, malicious talk, evil suspicions 
 (5) and constant friction between people of corrupt mind and deprived of the truth, 
 who think that godliness is a means to financial gain. 
 (6) But godliness with contentment is great gain. 
 (7) For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. 
 (8) But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. 
 (9) Those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap 
 and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge people 
 into ruin and destruction. 
 (10) For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. 
 Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith 
 and pierced themselves with many griefs. 

THE CONTEXT 

The passage moves from the brief word about social subordination into the most sustained treatment in 

the chapter of the false teacher — and this time the portrait is more specific than what chapter 1 offered. 

The false teacher of chapter 1 was characterized primarily by the theological controversy he generated. 

The false teacher of chapter 6 is characterized by something more interior and more dangerous: the use 

of religion as a financial strategy. They think that godliness is a means to financial gain. This is not 

merely the accusation of hypocrisy — the pretending to be godly while secretly pursuing wealth. It is the 

deeper corruption of a theology that has genuinely come to believe that the appearance of godliness is 

one of the most effective instruments available for the accumulation of financial advantage. 

The portrait of the false teacher in verses 4-5 builds with a familiar accumulation of symptoms: conceited 

and understanding nothing, an unhealthy interest in controversies and quarrels about words, envy, strife, 

malicious talk, evil suspicions, constant friction between people of corrupt mind and deprived of the truth. 

Every symptom points to the interior corruption that chapter 1 identified as the departure from pure heart, 

good conscience, and sincere faith. The quarrels and the controversies are not the disease. They are the 

symptoms of a mind that is corrupt and a truth that has been departed from — and money is, in this case, 

the specific corruption that has produced the specific departure. 

Against this background, verse 6's counter-claim arrives with the force of a thesis: godliness with 

contentment is great gain. The word great is the same word applied to the mystery of godliness in 3:16 

— the six-line hymn about the incarnate, vindicated, proclaimed, and glorified Christ. The genuine gain 

that genuine godliness produces is not financial. It is the contentment that belongs to the person who has 

received the mystery of godliness and who, having received it, finds that the things the false teacher is 

chasing cannot compete with what they already have. The contentment of verse 6 is not the contentment 

of diminished desire. It is the contentment of satisfied desire — the person who has the thing worth 

wanting and no longer experiences the compulsive pull of the things that were substituting for it. 



PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

If someone teaches something different and won't agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus 

Christ and the teaching that leads to godliness — that person is arrogant and doesn't actually 

understand anything. They have a sick obsession with controversies and arguments about words, 

which produces envy, fighting, slander, evil suspicions, and constant quarreling among people 

whose minds have been corrupted and who have been robbed of the truth. These are people who 

think religion is a way to get rich. But godliness combined with contentment is an enormous benefit. 

After all, we brought nothing into this world, and we can't take anything out of it. If we have food 

and clothing, we should be satisfied with that. But people who are determined to be rich fall into 

temptation and get caught in a trap — pulled into all kinds of foolish and harmful desires that 

drag people down into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. 

By craving it, some people have wandered away from the faith and impaled themselves on a lot of 

pain. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"They think that godliness is a means to financial gain": This signifies The Most Dangerous Form 

of the Love of Money in a Religious Context Is Not the Abandonment of Godliness but Its 

Instrumentalization — Using the Appearance of Religion to Acquire Wealth. 

The corruption Paul describes in verse 5 is subtler and more dangerous than simple financial greed. The 

false teacher who has departed from sound doctrine in pursuit of money is a recognizable figure — they 

use a theological controversy to generate a following, and a following to generate financial support, and 

the theological controversy itself becomes less important than its revenue-generating capacity. This is 

not the corruption of someone who has abandoned religion for money. It is the corruption of someone 

who has made religion into money — who has discovered that the forms of godliness, deployed with 

sufficient skill, are extraordinarily effective instruments for the accumulation of financial advantage. The 

seared conscience of 4:2 makes this sustainable: the person who has suppressed the mechanism that 

would register the discrepancy between stated conviction and actual motivation can maintain the 

performance indefinitely. 

"Godliness with contentment is great gain — for we brought nothing into the world, and we can 

take nothing out of it": This signifies The Theological Grounding of Contentment Is the Most 

Radical Available Reframing of the Relationship Between the Person and Their Possessions. 

The argument of verses 6-7 is simultaneously simple and devastating to the false teacher's financial 

strategy. Godliness with contentment is great gain — not because contentment is a pleasant personality 

trait, but because the person who has it has the only genuinely satisfying form of wealth available: the 

satisfaction of wanting what they have rather than having what they want. And the grounding of 

contentment in the brought nothing in / can take nothing out reality is the most radical available reframing 

of the relationship between the person and their possessions: every material thing the person has is 

temporary, contingent, and ultimately non-transferable. The only things that accompany a person through 

death — the only genuinely portable assets — are the things that godliness produces: the character formed 

by the gospel, the relationship with the God who is the source of all genuine good, and the name written 

in the book. 

"The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil": This signifies The Love of Money Is Not Simply 

One Vice Among Many but a Root That Generates the Full Range of Corruptions That the 

Preceding Verses Have Described. 

The famous verse 10 is regularly misquoted as money is the root of all evil — and the misquotation 

matters, because the actual statement is both more specific and more comprehensive than the 

misquotation. The love of money — not money itself, which is morally neutral, but the disordered 



attachment to it, the love that places financial gain in the position that the love of God and the love of 

neighbor are supposed to occupy — is a root of all kinds of evil. The root metaphor specifies causation: 

the love of money is not one evil among others but the generative source from which other evils grow. 

The symptoms described in verses 4-5 — envy, strife, malicious talk, evil suspicions, constant friction, 

corrupt mind, departure from truth — are all fruits of this root. The tree is the love of money; the fruits 

are everything that tree produces in the person and the community it has infected. 

"Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many 

griefs": This signifies The Departure from Faith Produced by the Love of Money Is Not Only 

Spiritual Loss but Personal Pain — Those Who Pierce Themselves with Money's Griefs Do Not 

Find What They Were Looking For. 

The image of verse 10's close — pierced themselves with many griefs — is one of the most memorable 

in the letter. It is not the image of someone who pursued money successfully and found it empty at the 

destination. It is the image of someone who, in the very pursuit, was wounded by the instrument of the 

pursuit — as if the sword they were chasing pierced them before they could grasp its handle. The griefs 

are not the griefs of having arrived and been disappointed. They are the griefs that the wandering itself 

produces: the relationships damaged, the conscience further suppressed, the theological commitments 

abandoned, the trust betrayed, and the community harmed — all in the process of the pursuit, long before 

any destination was reached. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Identify the Love of Money in Its Most Religious Forms — Where Financial Gain Motivates 

Theological Positions, Ministry Strategies, or Spiritual Performance: The corruption Paul describes 

in verses 3-5 is as recognizable in the contemporary church as it was in the first-century Ephesian 

community. The ministry that develops theological positions in proportion to their revenue-generating 

capacity, that adjusts its message in response to the financial preferences of its largest donors, that 

cultivates the appearance of spiritual authority as a mechanism for financial support — this is the form 

of the love of money that is most difficult to identify and most damaging when present, because it wears 

the clothes of genuine ministry. Ask of every ministry context: are the theological positions and ministry 

strategies being generated by the love of truth, or by the love of the financial advantage that certain 

positions and strategies provide? 

2. Cultivate the Contentment That Makes the Love of Money Unnecessary — Receiving It as the 

Great Gain the Letter Describes: Godliness with contentment is great gain — and the cultivation of 

that contentment is one of the most countercultural spiritual practices available in any generation, but 

especially in a generation saturated with the message that more is always better and enough is never 

enough. The practical cultivation of contentment begins with the theological grounding of verses 7-8: the 

honest acknowledgment that everything material is temporary and non-transferable, and that food and 

clothing — the basics of physical existence — are the minimum necessary to sustain the life in which 

the genuinely valuable things are being accumulated. Live below your means. Hold material possessions 

loosely. Receive the contentment as the great gain it is — because the person who has it is free from the 

compulsion that the love of money generates in everyone who has not yet found the thing that satisfies. 

3. Recognize the Love of Money as a Root Rather Than a Fruit — Address It at the Level of the 

Desire Rather Than the Level of the Symptom: The advice to manage the symptoms of the love of 

money — the envy, the strife, the malicious talk — without addressing the root desire that generates them 

is the advice that produces at best temporary improvement and at worst more sophisticated concealment 

of the underlying problem. The root must be addressed at the level of the root: the desire for financial 

gain that has been elevated above the love of God and the love of neighbor, the attachment to material 



wealth that has displaced the attachment to the genuinely portable assets of godliness. Pray against the 

root. Identify it honestly when it is present. Do not be satisfied with managing its symptoms. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The passage's description of false teachers who think godliness is a means to financial gain is one of the 

most directly applicable to the contemporary religious landscape — where the prosperity gospel, in its 

various forms, represents exactly the theological position this passage describes as the product of a 

corrupt mind and a departure from truth. The prosperity gospel's claim that financial blessing is the 

evidence and the reward of genuine faith, that poverty reflects insufficient faith, and that the generous 

giving expected of believers should be understood in part as an investment with financial returns — this 

is not a post-Enlightenment innovation. It is the first-century Ephesian heresy in contemporary dress, and 

1 Timothy 6:5 identifies it with precision: who think that godliness is a means to financial gain. 

The counter-claim of verse 6 — godliness with contentment is great gain — is therefore not merely a 

preference for modest living over lavish living. It is a comprehensive theological refutation of the 

prosperity gospel's underlying premise: that the measure of genuine spiritual success is financial. The 

genuine measure of genuine spiritual success is godliness — character formed by the gospel, expressed 

in the love that chapter 1 identified as the goal of the command, maintained in the fight that verse 12 will 

describe. And the contentment that accompanies this godliness is the evidence of its genuineness — 

because the person who is genuinely content does not need the financial validation that the prosperity 

gospel promises. 

Key Lesson: Godliness with contentment is great gain — the most devastating possible counter 

to the false teacher's claim that religion is a path to financial profit, grounded in the most radical 

possible reframing of the relationship between the person and their possessions: we brought 

nothing in and can take nothing out, so food and clothing are enough, and the love of money that 

seeks more than this is a root that generates every evil the passage has described and pierces 

those who pursue it with the very griefs they were fleeing from. 

 

1 Timothy 6:11–16 

The Man of God: Flee, Pursue, Fight, Take Hold — and the Doxology That 

Grounds It All 

(11) But you, man of God, flee from all this, 
 and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness. 
 (12) Fight the good fight of the faith. 
 Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called 
 when you made your good confession in the presence of many witnesses. 
 (13) In the sight of God, who gives life to everything, 
 and of Christ Jesus, who while testifying before Pontius Pilate 
 made the good confession, I charge you 
 (14) to keep this command without spot or blame 
 until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
 (15) which God will bring about in his own time— 
 God, the blessed and only Ruler, 
 the King of kings and Lord of lords, 
 (16) who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, 



 whom no one has seen or can see. 
 To him be honor and might forever. Amen. 

THE CONTEXT 

The pivot of verse 11 — but you, man of God — is one of the most personal and most galvanizing 

moments in the letter. Everything that has just been described — the false teacher, the love of money, the 

wandering from faith, the piercings of grief — is placed on one side, and Timothy is placed firmly on the 

other: but you. The title man of God is drawn from the Old Testament's use of the same phrase for Moses 

(Deuteronomy 33:1), Samuel (1 Samuel 9:6), Elijah (1 Kings 17:18), and Elisha (2 Kings 4:7) — figures 

who stood in specific, costly, high-stakes service to the God they were named after. The title is not merely 

an honorific. It is a description of identity that carries its own implied obligation: the man of God is the 

one whose life corresponds to whose man he is. 

The instructions that follow have a fourfold structure that mirrors the structure of chapter 4's charge in 

miniature: flee, pursue, fight, take hold. Flee from all this — from the love of money, the false teaching, 

the controversies that generate nothing but grief. Pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, 

and gentleness — the six virtues that collectively describe the character that the gospel is supposed to 

produce in the person who has genuinely received it. Fight the good fight of the faith — the same fight-

language of 1:18-20, now grounded in the most theologically comprehensive account in the letter of what 

the fight is for: eternal life, the life to which you were called, the life to which the good confession 

Timothy made before many witnesses was the public entry point. Take hold of the eternal life — not wait 

for it, not aspire to it, not hope for it eventually, but take hold of it now, as the already-given, already-

real reality that the fight is being waged in defense of. 

The charge of verse 13 is issued before the most solemn witnesses available: God who gives life to 

everything, and Christ Jesus who made the good confession before Pontius Pilate. The Creator God — 

whose life-giving character is the ground of every claim the gospel makes about life's ultimate 

significance — and the crucified Christ — whose own good confession before the most powerful Roman 

authority available ended not in acquittal but in crucifixion — are both invoked as the witnesses before 

whom the charge is given and before whom it must be kept. The parallel between Timothy's good 

confession before many witnesses and Christ's good confession before Pontius Pilate is the chapter's most 

searching and most encouraging comparison: the same kind of confession, made at the same kind of cost, 

before the same kind of watching world. 

The doxology of verses 15-16 is the letter's closest equivalent to the eruption of praise in 1:17 — and it 

arrives, as that earlier doxology did, at the moment when the weight of the theological content has built 

to a point where the only appropriate response is worship. God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of 

kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has 

seen or can see — to him be honor and might forever. The language gathers together the description of 

God from across the letter — the one God, the Savior, the only sovereign — and expresses it in the 

vocabulary of transcendence that the letter's earlier doxology of 1:17 began: the eternal, the immortal, 

the invisible. The fight is fought before this God. The confession is made before this God. And the 

doxology that erupts in response to this God is the most fitting possible interruption in the middle of a 

practical charge to a young minister in a troubled community. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

But you, man of God — run from all that. Instead, pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, 

endurance, and gentleness. Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life you were 

called to when you made your good confession in front of all those witnesses. I charge you, in the 

presence of God — who gives life to all things — and of Christ Jesus — who gave his good 



confession before Pontius Pilate — to keep this command completely, without fault, until our Lord 

Jesus Christ appears. That appearing, God will bring about at the right time — God, the blessed 

and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords. He alone is immortal; He lives in 

unapproachable light. No one has seen Him, and no one can. To Him be honor and eternal power. 

Amen. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue": This signifies The Pivot from Description of 

the False Teacher to Personal Charge to Timothy Is the Letter's Most Personal and Most 

Galvanizing Moment — the Title Implies an Identity That Carries Its Own Obligation. 

The but you that opens verse 11 is the same rhetorical pivot that Paul uses in Galatians 1:8-9 and 2 

Thessalonians 2:13 to turn from the description of a corrupted condition to the declaration of an 

alternative identity. You are not that. You are this. The title man of God carries the full weight of the Old 

Testament's use of the phrase for the prophetic figures who stood in costly, high-stakes service to the God 

whose name they bore — and it places Timothy in that lineage, not as an exaggeration of his status but 

as a description of his calling. The man whose identity is defined by whose man he is cannot 

simultaneously be pursuing what the false teacher pursues. The identity itself generates the obligation to 

flee what is incompatible with it. 

"Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called": This 

signifies The Fight Is Not Primarily Against an External Enemy but Toward an Internal Reality — 

the Eternal Life That Has Already Been Given Must Be Actively Grasped. 

The imagery of the good fight is not primarily the imagery of combat against external enemies — false 

teachers, opponents, theological adversaries. It is the imagery of the athletic struggle that chapter 4's 

training-for-godliness passage introduced: the sustained, disciplined effort that the genuinely valuable 

requires. And the object of the fight is specified: the eternal life to which you were called. The fight is 

the fight to hold, to pursue, to take hold of the life that the good confession entered into — the eternal 

life that is not merely a future hope but the present reality that the fight is being waged to maintain and 

to deepen. Take hold of it — the Greek suggests grasping firmly, as one grasps something that might be 

lost if not actively held. 

"In the sight of God, who gives life to everything, and of Christ Jesus, who while testifying before 

Pontius Pilate made the good confession": This signifies The Two Witnesses Before Whom the 

Charge Is Given Are the Creator God and the Crucified Christ — and the Parallel Between 

Timothy's Confession and Christ's Is the Letter's Most Searching Comparison. 

The identification of Christ Jesus as the one who made the good confession before Pontius Pilate is 

remarkable for what it does not say: it does not say that Christ's confession resulted in his acquittal, his 

vindication, or his escape from the consequences that followed. Jesus made the good confession before 

Pontius Pilate — and was crucified. The parallel between Timothy's good confession before many 

witnesses and Christ's good confession before the governor is therefore not the promise that the good 

confession will always produce favorable outcomes in the world's terms. It is the promise that the good 

confession is the right response to the situation in which it must be made, regardless of the outcome — 

and that the God who witnessed Christ's good confession before Pontius Pilate is the same God who 

witnesses Timothy's. 

"God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal — 

to him be honor and might forever": This signifies The Doxology That Erupts in Response to the 

Charge Is the Most Transcendent Description of God in the Letter — and Its Eruption in the 

Middle of Practical Instruction Is Itself a Theological Statement. 



The doxology of verses 15-16 is not a decorative addition to a practical charge. It is the theological weight 

that gives the practical charge its ultimate significance. The fight that Timothy is being charged to fight 

— and by extension, the fight that every believer fights in every generation — is fought before the King 

of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal, who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has 

seen or can see. The transcendence of this God is not a distant abstraction. It is the specific, overwhelming, 

worship-generating reality that contextualizes every practical instruction the letter has given — and to 

which the only appropriate response, even in the middle of charging a young minister about false teachers 

and the love of money, is: to him be honor and might forever. Amen. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Receive the Title Man or Woman of God as a Description of Identity That Carries Its Own 

Imperative for What Must Be Fled and What Must Be Pursued: The title man of God in verse 11 is 

not merely an honorific addressed to Timothy in his specific ministerial role. It is the description of the 

identity that every person who belongs to the God of this letter bears — an identity that implies both the 

fleeing that the identity makes necessary (all that is incompatible with whose person you are) and the 

pursuit that the identity makes possible (righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness). The 

person who has received the gospel of the God whose name they now bear has been given an identity 

that reorganizes every other priority: flee what belongs to the other story; pursue what belongs to this 

one. 

2. Let the Fight Be a Fight Toward the Eternal Life That Has Already Been Given — Grasping 

What Is Already Yours Rather Than Striving Toward What Is Not Yet in Reach: The instruction to 

take hold of the eternal life to which you were called is the most encouraging possible framing of the 

fight of faith: you are not striving toward something that you do not yet have, something that must be 

earned or achieved before it becomes real. You are grasping something that was given at the good 

confession — the life that has already been entered, the calling that has already been extended, the reality 

that is already more real than the world's alternatives. The fight is the fight to hold what is already yours, 

to pursue it more deeply, to refuse the drift that the love of money and the love of comfort and the love 

of theological controversy are always generating. Take hold. It is already there. 

3. Let the Doxology Function as the Theological Ground of Every Practical Instruction — the Fight 

Is Worth Fighting Because of Who Witnesses It and Who Governs Its Outcome: The eruption of 

doxology in the middle of the practical charge is not an interruption of the argument. It is the argument's 

foundation made visible. The charge to keep the command without spot or blame until the appearing of 

the Lord Jesus Christ is only genuinely sustainable if the God before whom the command is to be kept is 

the God described in verses 15-16: the only Ruler, the King of kings, the Lord of lords, the immortal, the 

One who lives in unapproachable light. If the fight were merely a fight before human authorities or for 

human approval, its cost might exceed its value. It is a fight before this God, toward this God's appearing, 

witnessed by the one who alone is immortal — and to that God, honor and might forever. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The charge of verses 11-16 is the letter's most complete portrait of what the faithful minister — and, 

through the minister, the faithful believer — looks like in practice. Flee, pursue, fight, take hold: the four 

movements together describe a person who is actively oriented away from the things the false teacher is 

running toward and actively oriented toward the things that correspond to their identity as the man or 

woman of God. The contemporary temptation is to collapse this active orientation into a passive one — 

to define faithfulness primarily in terms of what is avoided rather than what is pursued, or to treat the 

fight of faith as a metaphor for maintaining theological positions rather than the actual, sustained, costly 



pursuit of righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, and gentleness in the ordinary texture of daily 

life. 

The parallel between Timothy's good confession and Christ's good confession before Pontius Pilate is 

also one of the most pastorally sustaining observations in the passage for the believer who has made, or 

is being called to make, a public confession of faith in circumstances that will not guarantee a favorable 

outcome. The confession that Christ made before Pilate was the right confession, made at the right 

moment, before the right witness — and it was followed by crucifixion. The God who witnessed it did 

not consider the crucifixion evidence that the confession had been wrong. He raised Jesus from the dead. 

The good confession is always worth making, before whatever witnesses are present, regardless of the 

world's response — because the God who witnesses it is the King of kings and Lord of lords, and the 

response that ultimately matters is His. 

Key Lesson: But you, man of God — flee, pursue, fight, take hold: the four movements of the 

charge to Timothy are the letter's most complete portrait of the active faithfulness that the gospel 

calls for, waged in the sight of God who gives life to everything and of Christ Jesus who made the 

good confession before Pontius Pilate, and before the King of kings and Lord of lords who alone 

is immortal — to whom honor and might forever. 

 

1 Timothy 6:17–21 

Command the Rich, Guard the Deposit: The Letter's Final Instructions and 

Farewell 

(17) Command those who are rich in this present age not to be arrogant 
 nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, 
 but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything 
 for our enjoyment. 
 (18) Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, 
 and to be generous and willing to share. 
 (19) In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves 
 as a firm foundation for the coming age, 
 so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life. 
 (20) Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to your care. 
 Turn away from godless chatter and the opposing ideas of what is falsely called knowledge, 
 (21) which some have professed and in doing so have departed from the faith. 
 Grace be with you all. 

THE CONTEXT 

The letter's final section divides into two carefully calibrated parts. First, the instruction to those who are 

rich in this present age — a qualification that distinguishes the wealth being addressed from the 

eschatological riches of the age to come, and that is itself a subtle theological comment: the wealth of 

this present age is present-age wealth, bounded by the present age's own boundaries. The instruction for 

the wealthy is not the instruction of verses 9-10 — that passage addressed those who want to get rich, 

the desire for wealth as an organizing ambition. This passage addresses those who are already wealthy 

— people who may be sitting in the Ephesian assembly as its most significant financial patrons, whose 

wealth is real and whose temptations are specific to that reality. 



The two temptations Paul identifies for the wealthy are precisely the two that wealth most naturally 

produces: arrogance, and the misplacement of hope. Arrogance — the sense that wealth confers a status 

that goes beyond its actual social significance, that the wealthy person is in some meaningful sense more 

than other people. And the misplacement of hope — treating the uncertain security of wealth as though 

it were the certain security that belongs only to God. The instruction is positive as well as corrective: put 

hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. The enjoyment of what God 

provides is affirmed — this is not the false asceticism of chapter 4, which rejected the good gifts of 

creation. The wealth that is received as God's provision, held with the open hand of someone who knows 

it is uncertain, and channeled toward good deeds and generous sharing, is the wealth that is being used 

in accordance with its actual nature. 

Verse 19's closing description of what the wealthy gain through generous giving is one of the most 

remarkable statements in the passage: in this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm 

foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life. This is the mirror 

image of verses 7-8's counsel of contentment — where the person with nothing recognizes that nothing 

material is portable, here the person with much is shown how to make it portable: by converting it, 

through generous giving, into the only currency that transfers across the boundary of death. The life that 

is truly life — the same eternal life that verse 12 charged Timothy to take hold of — is equally available 

to the wealthy, but only through the same taking hold that the generous use of what they have been given 

provides. 

The letter's final verses are brief and pointed: guard what has been entrusted to your care. The deposit — 

the body of sound teaching, the faith once for all delivered, the mystery of godliness that the letter has 

been protecting throughout — is in Timothy's keeping, and the final word before the closing grace is the 

charge to keep it. Turn away from godless chatter and the opposing ideas of what is falsely called 

knowledge — the same false teaching that has been the letter's concern since chapter 1 — because some 

who have professed it have departed from the faith. And then the grace: grace be with you all. The 

singular you of the preceding charges to Timothy expands in the final grace to the plural — with you all 

— encompassing the whole community the letter has been trying to form, the whole household of God 

that it has been trying to order, the whole Ephesian community that Timothy has been called to stay and 

serve and protect. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Tell those who are rich right now not to be arrogant, and not to put their confidence in wealth, 

which is so unreliable. Instead, tell them to put their hope in God, who generously provides us 

with everything for our enjoyment. Tell them to do good things, to be rich in good works, and to 

be generous and open-handed with what they have. In doing this, they'll be storing up real treasure 

for themselves as a solid foundation for what is coming — so they can take hold of the life that is 

genuinely life. Timothy, protect what has been placed in your care. Stay away from worthless, 

godless talk, and the contradictions of what people falsely call knowledge. Some have followed 

that path and wandered away from the faith entirely. Grace be with all of you. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Command those who are rich in this present age not to put their hope in wealth, which is so 

uncertain, but to put their hope in God": This signifies The Instruction for the Already-Wealthy 

Addresses the Two Specific Temptations That Wealth Most Naturally Produces — Arrogance and 

Misplaced Hope — with Both a Corrective and a Positive Alternative. 

The description of wealth as uncertain is one of the most practically accurate assessments in the passage 

— and one of the most countercultural. The subjective experience of being wealthy is the experience of 



security: the resources to address problems, the buffer against the contingencies that make the poor 

vulnerable, the sense that most difficulties can, in principle, be managed with sufficient financial 

application. But the objective reality of wealth — as any comprehensive history of fortunes lost, markets 

crashed, empires fallen, and dynasties ended will demonstrate — is that it is unreliable in precisely the 

situations where the security it promises is most urgently needed. The instruction not to put hope in 

wealth is not merely a spiritual counsel. It is a realist assessment of what wealth can and cannot actually 

provide. 

"Command them to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share": This signifies 

The Positive Use of Material Wealth Is the Conversion of Present-Age Resources into the Currency 

That Transfers Across the Boundary of Death. 

The instruction to be rich in good deeds and generous in sharing is the wealthy person's version of the 

contentment counsel — not the abandonment of the resources they have but the proper orientation of 

those resources. The person who is rich in material wealth and rich in good deeds simultaneously has 

understood something that mere wealth management cannot teach: that the resources passing through 

their hands are not primarily theirs to accumulate but a provisioning of the work they have been entrusted 

to do. The generosity that verse 18 commends is not the grudging giving of someone who has been 

convinced that they should give. It is the willing sharing of someone who has genuinely taken hold of 

the life that is truly life — and who, having taken hold of it, has loosened their grip on the things whose 

value does not extend beyond this present age. 

"So that they may take hold of the life that is truly life": This signifies The Closing Description of 

the Wealthy Person's Goal Mirrors the Charge to Timothy in Verse 12 — Both Are Called to Take 

Hold of the Same Eternal Life, Through Different Instruments. 

The echo of verse 12's take hold of the eternal life in verse 19's take hold of the life that is truly life is 

deliberate and important. The minister and the wealthy member of the community are given the same 

ultimate goal — the same eternal life, the same life that is truly life — through different immediate paths. 

Timothy takes hold by pursuing righteousness and fighting the good fight. The wealthy person takes hold 

by laying up treasure through generous giving, by converting present-age resources into the firm 

foundation for the coming age. Both paths lead to the same destination. Both require the active grasping 

that the verb take hold implies. And both are available because the God who gives life to everything — 

whose life-giving character was invoked before the charge to Timothy in verse 13 — is the same God 

who provides richly for the wealthy person's enjoyment in verse 17. 

"Grace be with you all": This signifies The Letter That Began with Grace Ends with Grace — and 

the Singular Charge to Timothy Opens at the Last Moment into the Plural Embrace of the Whole 

Community. 

The movement from the singular you of the preceding charges — guard what has been entrusted to your 

care, grace be with you — to the plural all of the closing grace is one of the most beautiful moments in 

the letter. Timothy has been the letter's primary addressee throughout: the young minister charged to stay, 

to command, to fight, to guard. But the grace that closes the letter is not only for him. It is for the 

community he was sent to serve — the community of people whose prayer life Paul ordered in chapter 

2, whose worship he addressed in chapters 2 and 3, whose leaders he described in chapter 3, whose care 

for the vulnerable he organized in chapter 5, and whose wealthy members he has just addressed in verses 

17-19. Grace be with all of them. The letter about ordering the household of God ends by extending to 

the whole household the gift that makes the ordering possible, the sustaining, the enabling grace that is 

the first and the final word of everything. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 



1. Receive the Instruction About Hope as the Most Practically Consequential Investment Decision 

Available to the Wealthy — Where Hope Is Placed Determines How Everything Else Is Held: The 

instruction not to put hope in wealth but in God is, for the wealthy person, the decision that reorganizes 

every other financial decision. The person whose hope is in wealth will hold it tightly, defend it anxiously, 

and use it primarily to build the security that wealth is supposed to provide. The person whose hope is in 

God who richly provides for our enjoyment will hold wealth loosely — as the provision of a generous 

God rather than the security of a self-sufficient person — and will find in that looseness the freedom to 

be generous in exactly the ways verse 18 describes. Hope-placement is not a minor spiritual preference. 

It is the organizing decision that determines the entire shape of the relationship between the wealthy 

person and their wealth. 

2. Understand Generous Giving as the Mechanism by Which Present-Age Wealth Is Converted 

Into the Only Currency That Transfers Across Death: Verse 19's description of generous giving as 

laying up treasure as a firm foundation for the coming age is the most economically precise description 

of the theology of giving in the letter. The person who converts their present-age wealth into good deeds 

and generous sharing has made, in the most literal possible sense, the only investment that survives the 

boundary of death. Every other financial investment is denominated in the currency of this present age 

— and this present age, as the letter has been reminding from the start, is bounded. The wise wealthy 

person is not the one with the most sophisticated financial portfolio. It is the one who has figured out 

how to make present-age resources into coming-age foundations. 

3. Receive the Closing Grace as Addressed to You and to Your Whole Community — the Grace of 

the God Who Is the Source of All the Letter Has Called For: Grace be with you all is not a 

conventional email sign-off. It is the final theological word of a letter that has asked enormous things of 

the community it addresses — charging a young minister to stay in a difficult place, ordering a 

community's worship and leadership, protecting the vulnerable, holding the powerful accountable, and 

fighting the good fight against false teaching and the love of money. The grace that closes is not merely 

the warm regard of an apostle for a friend. It is the divine resource that makes everything the letter has 

asked possible — the same grace that was poured out abundantly on the worst of sinners in chapter 1, 

the same grace that is the first and last word of the Thessalonian correspondence, the same grace by 

which everything in the household of God is sustained from beginning to end. Receive it. It is sufficient. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The instruction to the wealthy — not to be arrogant, not to hope in uncertain wealth, but to be rich in 

good deeds and generous and willing to share — is one of the most directly applicable passages in the 

letter to the contemporary church in a wealthy society. The contemporary evangelical church in the 

developed world is, by any historical measure, extraordinarily wealthy — and the specific temptations 

Paul identifies for the wealthy (arrogance and the misplacement of hope in uncertain wealth) are the 

specific temptations that an extraordinarily wealthy church faces at an institutional level, not merely at 

the level of individual members. The church that has placed its institutional hope in its financial resources, 

its endowments, its real estate, its market position, its cultural influence — that church has placed its 

hope in the uncertain wealth that Paul warns against. The instruction applies. 

The closing charge to guard what has been entrusted to your care — the deposit, the sound teaching, the 

mystery of godliness that the letter has been protecting — is also the final and most urgent word for every 

generation of the church that has received the apostolic teaching. The deposit does not guard itself. It 

requires the deliberate, sustained, costly attentiveness of people who understand what they have been 

given and who take seriously the responsibility of keeping it intact for the generation that will receive it 

from them. Guard what has been entrusted to your care — not because the God who wrote the Book of 

Truth cannot preserve His own deposit, but because He has chosen to do so through the faithful keeping 



of people whose name is written in the book and who will, at the end of the days, rise to receive their 

allotted inheritance. 

Key Lesson: The letter that began with grace ends with grace — and the final instructions it 

delivers before that closing grace are the two that gather up its whole concern: command the 

wealthy to convert their uncertain present-age resources into the only currency that transfers 

across death, by being rich in good deeds and generous in sharing; and guard what has been 

entrusted to your care, turning away from what falsely calls itself knowledge, because the deposit 

is worth protecting and grace is sufficient for the protecting of it. 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We close 1 Timothy having received six chapters of the most practical and the most 

theologically grounded pastoral instruction in the New Testament. We close it here, at the 

grace that is both its first and its final word — the grace that was poured out abundantly 

on the worst of sinners in chapter 1, that has sustained the fight of faith through every 

chapter between, and that is now extended, in the letter's last breath, to all of us who have 

received it. 

Lord, make us people of godliness with contentment — people who know that we brought 

nothing into the world and can take nothing out of it, and who have found in that 

knowledge not diminishment but liberation. Let the love of money have no grip on us — 

not because we have disciplined ourselves into financial austerity, but because we have 

taken hold of the life that is truly life, and in taking hold of it, have found that the things 



the love of money promises are pale substitutes for what we already have in the God who 

richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. 

Make us people of the good fight — who flee what is incompatible with whose people we 

are, and who pursue righteousness and godliness and faith and love and endurance and 

gentleness with the energy and the deliberateness that the fight requires. Let the 

confession we make be a good confession — made in the sight of God who gives life to 

everything and of Christ Jesus who made the good confession before Pontius Pilate, with 

no guarantee of a favorable outcome in this world's terms, and no need of one, because 

the God before whom the confession is made is the King of kings and Lord of lords. 

And help us guard what has been entrusted to our care. The deposit is not ours — it was 

entrusted to us, as it was entrusted to Timothy, for the sake of the community it is meant 

to form and the generation it is meant to reach. Let us be faithful keepers of it — turning 

away from the godless chatter and the false knowledge that has already led some away 

from the faith, and holding fast to the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the 

teaching that leads to godliness. 

Grace be with us all. It is the first word and the last word, and it is sufficient for everything 

in between. To the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone 

is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light — to him be honor and might forever. 

Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

Glory to God Alone 

Conclusion 
As we come to the end of our journey through 1 Timothy, we are reminded that this brief letter contains 

some of the most practical and enduring instructions God has given for His church. Though written 

nearly two thousand years ago, its message remains as relevant and necessary today as when the 

Apostle Paul first penned these words to Timothy in Ephesus. 

Throughout this study, we have seen God's blueprint for the church unfold chapter by chapter. We have 

learned the importance of guarding sound doctrine, confronting false teaching, prioritizing prayer, 

maintaining proper order in worship, and cultivating godly leadership. We have examined the 

qualifications for pastors and deacons, the responsibilities of church members, the dangers of 

materialism, and the necessity of pursuing godliness in every area of life. 

At its core, 1 Timothy is a call to faithfulness. Paul repeatedly urged Timothy to stand firm in the truth, 

to preach the Word without compromise, and to serve Christ with courage and conviction. Those same 

challenges face believers today. The church continues to live in a world filled with deception, moral 

confusion, and spiritual opposition. Yet God's answer has not changed. His people must remain 

anchored in the truth of Scripture and committed to the mission of the gospel. 



One of the central themes of this epistle is found in Paul's description of the church as "the house of 

God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth" (1 Timothy 3:15). This 

powerful image reminds us that the church is not merely another institution among many. It is God's 

family, God's dwelling place, and God's appointed witness to the world. The responsibility entrusted to 

the church is both sacred and significant. 

As we look at many modern churches, we find a temptation to replace biblical truth with cultural 

trends, spiritual conviction with entertainment, and faithful discipleship with worldly success. Yet 1 

Timothy calls us back to the fundamentals of biblical Christianity. God's church flourishes not through 

human innovation but through faithful obedience to His Word. 

For pastors, this letter serves as a manual for shepherding God's people. For church leaders, it provides 

standards for spiritual leadership. For every believer, it offers practical guidance for living a life that 

honors Christ. The principles found in these pages are not optional suggestions but divine instructions 

from the Head of the Church Himself. 

Perhaps the greatest lesson of 1 Timothy is that godliness matters. Sound doctrine must produce 

transformed lives. Genuine faith must result in holy living. The gospel is not merely something we 

believe; it is something we live. As followers of Christ, we are called to reflect His character, proclaim 

His truth, and serve His church until He returns. 

My prayer is that this commentary has deepened your understanding of God's Word and strengthened 

your commitment to His church. May it inspire pastors to preach faithfully, leaders to serve humbly, 

and believers to walk obediently with their Savior. Most importantly, may it point you continually to 

Jesus Christ—the Chief Shepherd, the Head of the Church, and the only hope for a lost and dying 

world. 

The blueprint has been given. The instructions are clear. The mission remains unchanged. 

May we be found faithful. 

"Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honour and glory for ever and 

ever. Amen." (1 Timothy 1:17) 

Soli Deo Gloria. 

Dr. Paul Crawford 

Crawford Bible Commentary 

Note from the Author 
Dear Reader, 

Thank you for taking the time to study God's Word through the pages of this commentary. It is both a 

privilege and a responsibility to open the Scriptures and seek to understand what God has revealed to 

us. My prayer throughout the writing of this book has been that it would not simply increase your 

knowledge of the Bible but deepen your love for Jesus Christ and His church. 



The Book of 1 Timothy has long held a special place in my heart because it addresses issues that every 

generation of believers must face. The church today encounters many of the same challenges Timothy 

faced in Ephesus—false teaching, spiritual complacency, leadership struggles, and the constant 

pressure to conform to the culture rather than the Word of God. Yet Paul's inspired message remains 

clear and timeless: God's church must be governed by God's truth. 

Over the years, I have had the privilege of serving in ministry, teaching Bible studies, preaching God's 

Word, and interacting with believers from many different backgrounds. One lesson I have learned 

repeatedly is that lasting spiritual growth never comes from human wisdom alone. It comes from 

faithfully studying, believing, and obeying the Scriptures. God's Word continues to transform lives, 

strengthen families, equip leaders, and build healthy churches. 

As you have worked through this commentary, I hope you have been encouraged to examine your own 

walk with Christ. Whether you are a pastor, church leader, Sunday school teacher, or faithful church 

member, God has called you to play an important role in His kingdom. The church functions best when 

every believer is committed to serving Christ with humility, faithfulness, and love. 

I also want to encourage you not to stop with this book. Let it be a starting point rather than a 

destination. Continue digging into the Scriptures for yourself. Be like the Bereans who searched the 

Scriptures daily to verify what they were taught. Ask questions. Study diligently. Pray earnestly. Allow 

the Holy Spirit to guide you into a deeper understanding of God's truth. 

If this commentary has helped you grow in your understanding of 1 Timothy, strengthened your faith, 

or equipped you for ministry, then I am grateful to God for allowing me to be a small part of your 

spiritual journey. Any value found in these pages belongs ultimately to Him, for He alone is the Author 

of Scripture and the source of all wisdom. 

As we await the return of our Lord Jesus Christ, may we remain faithful to His Word, steadfast in our 

doctrine, devoted to His church, and passionate about proclaiming the gospel to a lost world. 

Thank you for allowing me to share this study with you. 

May God's richest blessings be upon you, your family, and your church. 

In Christ's Service, 

Dr. Paul Crawford 

Crawford Bible Commentary 

"Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing 

the word of truth." — 2 Timothy 2:15 

 


