
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. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 
Glory to God Alone 


