Letters to the Front Lines #1

“Let’s Meet Timothy”

Acts 16:1-5; 1 Timothy 1:1-4; 2 Timothy 1:5

Let’s take a look at how the New Testament is arranged in modern Bibles. The four gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—record the life of Jesus. The book of Acts documents the history of the early church from the ascension of Christ until about ad 62. The next group of books—from Romans to Jude—are actually letters, and this group is broken into two smaller sets—the letters of Paul and the letters of everyone else. Finally the book of Revelation rounds out the New Testament and the Bible, tying up all loose ends.

The letters of Paul are subdivided by letters to churches—from Romans through 2 Thessalonians—and letters to individuals—including 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon. The order of the letters is not chronological but rather by length, from longest to shortest. If Paul’s letters were arranged chronologically, Galatians or 1 Thessalonians would be first, while 1 Timothy, Titus, and 2 Timothy would come at the end of the apostle’s life and ministry. 

Beginning this evening I would like to study these last three books, which I am calling “Letters to the Front Lines.” Sometimes called the “Pastoral Epistles,”
 these were written by Paul to two of his coworkers in challenging conditions. Paul addresses issues facing Timothy and Titus relating to church life and the life of a minister.

While these letters are addressed to individuals, though, they are not private communications, as Philemon is.
 The Pastoral Epistles are best understood as letters written to individual coworkers of Paul, Timothy and Titus, which were meant to be read to the congregations in which they were working (so each letter closes with a benediction addressed to “all”—1 Timothy 6:21; 2 Timothy 4:22; Titus 3:15).

Tonight we begin our study of 1 Timothy, a letter written by Paul to Timothy. At the time of writing, Timothy was ministering in Ephesus, a key city in Asia Minor where Paul spent three years establishing the church, according to Acts 19-20.
 This is the same church to whom Paul wrote the letter of Ephesians, though that was probably written a few years before this letter was penned to Timothy.

The book of Acts ends with Paul under house arrest in Rome, awaiting his appeal to be heard by Caesar. According to early church history, Paul was acquitted early in ad 63 and released. Paul indicates in Romans 15:28 that he planned a mission to Spain, and sources outside of Scripture record that Paul did indeed leave Rome for Spain, where he evangelized for about eighteen months, after which he returned east.

Paul seems to have revisited many churches in Asia and Macedonia. When Paul and Timothy returned to Ephesus, they found widespread false teaching in the church. Paul had warned the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:17–31 to be on guard against the false teachers who inevitably would come after he had left. Paul assigned Timothy to remain in the Ephesian church while he moved on to Macedonia. From there Paul wrote this letter of encouragement and instruction to help Timothy deal with the difficult situation in the Ephesian church.

You may be wondering, “Why spend time here?” Other than the obvious fact that these letters are included in Scripture and that “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness…” these letters offer guidance to pastors, addressing the issues that confront pastors in their ministries. Of course this is not to say that the Pastoral Epistles speak only to the pastor. Here is truth for all the members of Christ’s church, laymen and pastors alike.

First Timothy opens in the first two verses, “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope, to Timothy my true son in the faith: Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord.” The letter opens in typical ancient style with a warm greeting from one friend to another.
 Most Christians are quite familiar with Paul, so this evening I want to focus our attention on the recipient of the letter. Let’s meet Timothy.

I was surprised to learn that Timothy is the third most fully documented and ever-present character in the New Testament, after Jesus and Paul. Indeed, in some respects, we have better material for his biography than we do for that of Jesus! There are fewer big gaps in his story than in anyone else’s.

Timothy Endured a Mixed Ethnicity

We are introduced to Timothy in Acts 16:1, “He [Paul] came to Derbe and then to Lystra, where a disciple named Timothy lived, whose mother was a Jewess and a believer, but whose father was a Greek.” Lystra was one of four cities Paul and Barnabas evangelized in their first missionary journey in the region of Galatia (these cities were the recipients of Paul’s letter to the Galatians). Lystra lay twenty-five miles south-southwest of Iconium, and although a sister city to Antioch in boasting a colony of Roman army veterans, it was clearly more rural and less sophisticated.

From this verse we see that Timothy endured a mixed ethnicity. His mother was a Jewish Christian, and his father was a Greek. Thus, Timothy was the son of what might be called an interracial marriage.
 Timothy’s father is never mentioned elsewhere, perhaps because he had died by this time. When Luke says, ‘all the Jews…knew that Timothy’s father was Greek’, he implies that he was no longer alive at this time.
 

As a Roman colony, Lystra had a significant population of retired soldiers. The city also served as a garrison for active troops who defended Galatia from the surrounding mountain tribes. Therefore, it is reasonable to surmise that Timothy’s father had served in the Roman army as a soldier, married a Jewish woman, and taken up permanent residence in Lystra before he died.

Jewish blood ran through Timothy’s veins, thanks to his mother, but he didn’t receive a Hebrew upbringing in the synagogue. He received biblical and theological training from infancy, but he never became a true “son of the covenant” through circumcision, most likely because his father objected to the rite. Paul mentions Timothy’s godly upbringing by his mother, Eunice, and his grandmother Lois, which we will consider later. By the time Paul and Silas arrived, Timothy had earned a solid reputation among the churches in Lystra and Iconium.

How old was Timothy when Paul took him along with him? Working backwards from 1 Timothy, written in the mid-sixties. At that time Paul charged Timothy, “Let no one despise your youth,” in 1 Timothy 4:12. The statement could have been used for a man of forty or for a man of twenty. Thus he could have been between 16-25 years old.

Acts 16:3 records, “Paul wanted to take him along on the journey, so he circumcised him because of the Jews who lived in that area, for they all knew that his father was a Greek.” Why would Paul have Timothy circumcised? Paul didn’t do this so that Timothy could be saved but so that he could effectively minister among the Jews. He didn’t want Timothy to be a stumbling block to them. Having an uncircumcised man as part of his team would have distracted Jews from the gospel; therefore, Paul was willing to be flexible on non-essential issues for the sake of his gospel ministry.
 This would allow Timothy greater access to the synagogues that Paul and Silas planned to visit in the near future.
 (Remember, Paul’s strategy was always, “To the Jew first, then to the Greek.”) In this way Paul dealt with Timothy’s mixed ethnicity.

Verses 4-5 demonstrate the success of Paul’s strategy: “As they traveled from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey. So the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.”
Timothy Enjoyed a Marvelous Education

Secondly, Timothy enjoyed a marvelous education. To see this, turn to 2 Timothy 1:5, where Paul writes, “I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also.” From his youth, Timothy had been steeped in the Jewish Scriptures, thanks to his mother, Lois, and grandmother, Eunice. One author writes, “Tiny Tim sucked in Old Testament faith with his mother’s milk.”

I cannot overstate the importance of parental influence on the life of a child. I was blessed to be raised by godly parents who were both very involved in the church and in the Scriptures. They not only sent me to church; they took me to church. We regularly hosted pastors, missionaries, and other church families in our home. Their faith was not one hour a week on Sundays; their faith was their life. And it became my life.

Paul built on that foundation, calling him “my true son in the faith,” perhaps having led him to Christ. This title both addresses the fact that Timothy was regarded as illegitimate by Jewish law (because of his Gentile father), while also affirming the spiritual legitimacy of Timothy’s own faith.

Paul wanted this young man to travel at his side in the cause of the Gospel, that he might further train and equip him for ministry. During the years and miles of travel and ministry together the bonds of love between the two grew. Paul became the spiritual father Timothy never had.

Timothy shared in the evangelization of Macedonia and Achaia and was with Paul during much of his long ministry at Ephesus. He traveled with Paul from Ephesus to Macedonia, to Corinth, back to Macedonia, and to Asia Minor. He seems even to have accompanied him all the way to Jerusalem. He was with Paul during the apostle’s first imprisonment. Following Paul’s release, Timothy again traveled with him but eventually stayed at Ephesus to deal with the problems there, while Paul went on to Macedonia.

Timothy Experienced a Ministerial Encumbrance

It is here that Timothy experienced a ministerial encumbrance, described by Paul in 1 Timothy 1:3-4,

As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain men not to teach false doctrines any longer nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies. These promote controversies rather than God’s work—which is by faith.
That Paul launched into specific exhortation without some word of thanksgiving (as he also did in Galatians and Titus) is a departure from his normal writing style and speaks to the serious problems confronting Timothy and the Ephesian church.
 The main issue Timothy faced was to put a stop to false teachings.
 A major problem in the Ephesian church was a heresy that combined Gnosticism, decadent Judaism and false asceticism.
 In this regard 1 Timothy is like the brief letter of Jude, both letters being very relevant in every age. 

That Timothy encountered such false teaching there is not a surprise. Acts 19 portrays Ephesus as a stronghold for the occult and opposing the gospel’s progress.
 As many as fifty different gods and goddesses were worshiped there.
 A few years later Paul warned the church leaders in Acts 20:29-31, “I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard!”
Timothy was to confront the false teaching head on by proclaiming the truth. The verb “you may instruct” is used twelve times by Paul, five of them here in 1 Timothy. It is a compound word from “along” and “announce”. Thus its root meaning is to pass along a message to someone. It came, however, to be used of an authoritative announcement or command. The word was used in military contexts and there is strength in it.

Timothy is reminded that he is himself a man of authority. He has a definite commission to hold the false teachers in check, and it is evident that Paul expects him to take a strong line with them, as is shown by the force of the verb used. “Not to teach false doctrines any longer” suggests that there was already in existence a recognized standard of Christian doctrine. These words give a timely warning to our modern age against the quest for novelties in Christian teaching.

I like Warren Wiersbe’s outline of 1 Timothy:

· The Church and Its Message (1:1-20)

· The Church and Its Members (2:1-3:16)

· The Church and Its Minister (4:1-16)

· The Church and Its Ministry (5:1-6:21) 

Such an assignment must have seemed daunting to Timothy. Through the two letters Paul wrote to him we discover a lot about Timothy’s character. 

As previously mentioned, Timothy was comparatively young when Paul addressed this letter to him, for he told him not to let anyone look down on him on account of his youth (1 Tim. 4:12), and some two years later he urged him to “flee the evil desires of youth” (2 Tim. 2:22). Timothy evidently felt inexperienced and immature for the heavy responsibility Paul was laying upon him.

Secondly, he was temperamentally shy, needing affirmation, encouragement and reassurance. A few years previously Paul had urged the Corinthians to “put him at his ease” when he came to them (1 Cor. 16:10, reb). And in 2 Timothy 1:7 Paul felt the need to exhort him not to be ashamed of Christ, since God had not given us “a spirit of timidity.” It is not unfair, therefore, to think of him as “timid Timothy.”

Thirdly, Timothy had physical health issues, and suffered from a recurrent gastric problem. Paul prescribed a little medicinal alcohol in 1 Timothy 5:23, “Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.”
So this is the profile of Timothy we can construct from a number of Paul’s references to him. He was young, shy and frail. These three handicaps might have been thought to disqualify him from taking charge of the churches in and around Ephesus. But they endear him to us, and the grace of God was sufficient for his need: “You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 2:1).

Timothy seemed to be easily discouraged. We get the impression that some of the church members were not giving their pastor the proper respect as God’s servant.
 Paul wrote to encourage his young protégé because ministry is not for wimps.

Leading a church isn’t easy. If churches were filled with people who were emotionally and spiritually mature, impervious to temptation, immune from pride, the pastor’s job would be a breeze. As it stands, however, the local church functions much like a hospital in which the patients take care of one another. Sick and wounded people help other sick and wounded people, led by an administrator—himself a patient—who leads everyone to call upon the Great Physician for healing. Leading a congregation of sinners becomes a delicate balance. As a church, we must establish an environment in which sinners feel welcome while maintaining an uncompromising stance against sin.

All in all, Timothy was “a rather unremarkable young man to whom God gave a most remarkable life.”
 He had his shortcomings, yet Paul appointed him as his representative to the strongest, most influential church at that time! This doesn’t turn him into a spiritual giant; it shows that God can make use of—even give critically important tasks to—ordinary, unspectacular people like you and me
. 

I’m reminded of an unusual classified ad in newspaper years ago: “Men wanted for hazardous journey, small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant danger, safe return doubtful. Honor and recognition in case of success.” That advertisement appeared in a London newspaper and thousands of men responded! It was signed by the noted Arctic explorer, Sir Ernest Shackleton, and that was what made the difference.

If Jesus Christ had advertised for workers, the announcement might have read something like this: “Men and women wanted for difficult task of helping to build My church. You will often be misunderstood, even by those working with you. You will face constant attack from an invisible enemy. You may not see the results of your labor, and your full reward will not come till after all your work is completed. It may cost you your home, your ambitions, even your life.” In spite of the demands that He makes, Jesus Christ receives the “applications” of those who gladly give their all for Him. He is certainly the greatest Master for whom anyone could work, and the task of building His church is certainly the greatest challenge to which a believer could give their life.

It’s the hardest job you’ll ever love.
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