Letters to the Front Lines #2

“Maintaining the Message”

1 Timothy 1:3-11

Perhaps you have seen the recent commercial on television where a wolf wearing a sheepskin goes around claiming, “I’m just the flu.” That idea of a “wolf in sheep’s clothing” actually comes from the Bible. Jesus first used the idea in Matthew 7:15, “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.” The apostle Paul used similar imagery in Acts 20:28-31,

Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. 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!
Five years or so after Paul spoke these words to the church leaders in Ephesus, the prediction came true.
 Sometime after he had been acquitted before Caesar around ad 62, the apostle had commissioned his protégé Timothy to deal with this problem, as seen in 1 Timothy 1:3, “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…”
This was a critical challenge for Timothy and the Ephesian church. The message of the church serves as the foundation, and when the foundation is compromised, the whole structure is in danger. Right from the start Paul impresses on Timothy the importance of maintaining the message.

The Corruption of the Message

We begin with the corruption of the message, outlined 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.
Paul had left Timothy in Ephesus and charged him to stay there. The apostle’s words suggest that there was some reluctance on Timothy’s part to remain at Ephesus, which was one of the most important of the churches in the region, both strategically and culturally. Timothy's somewhat timid nature may well have shrunk from so difficult a task.

The New American Standard Bible rendering “instruct” is too understated. “Command” or “order” better captures the authoritative nuance of the Greek verb.
 The verb means, “to give strict orders from a superior officer.” Paul used this word eight times in his two letters to Timothy. He was conveying this idea: “Timothy, you are not only a pastor of the church in a difficult city. You are also a Christian soldier under orders from the King. Now pass these orders along to the soldiers in your church!”

Timothy is to command the false teachers not to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies. Mythoi meant legends or fables, which Paul later categorized as “godless myths and old wives’ tales” in 1 Timothy 4:7, as "Jewish myths" in Titus 1:14, and as an alternative to "the truth" in 2 Timothy 4:4. The word “genealogies," on the other hand, refers to those in Genesis, which trace the descent and the pedigree of the patriarchs.

Two ancient Jewish documents may throw light on what Paul is referring to. The first is The Book of Jubilees, which is dated between 135 and 105 bc, and which retells from a Pharisaic perspective the Old Testament story from the creation of the world to the giving of the law at Mt. Sinai. It divides this history into ‘jubilees’ (periods of forty-nine years) and asserts the uniqueness of Israel among the nations. The second book is The Biblical Antiquities of Philo (though scholars doubt that Philo of Alexandria actually wrote the book). Written in the latter half of the first century, it retells even more of the Old Testament story, from the creation of Adam to the death of Saul. They treated the Law (that is, the Old Testament) as “a happy hunting-ground for their conjectures,” according to John Stott. To Paul their whole approach was frivolous; God had given his law to his people for a much more serious purpose.

These errant elders weren’t Judaizers like those in Galatia, who taught salvation by circumcision and obedience to the law. There is not a hint of this here or in Titus. It was not so much that they set out to be heretical. They simply wanted to “go deeper” into the Scriptures. They wanted to go beyond the “simple” exegesis of Paul, and by giving people and events allegorical meaning, simple stories would reveal fantastic truths.
 Every truth was turned to symbol every event became a metaphor so that soon they had “proof texts” for their own ideas, biases, and desires. Rip a verse out of context, read between the lines and, presto, you have whatever you like.

These false teachers were raising questions, not answering them. Instead of producing love, purity, a good conscience, and sincere faith, these novel doctrines were causing division, hypocrisy, and all sorts of problems.
 Once truth is asserted, Satan quickly introduces what is false in order to bring confusion, distortion, and misbelief. Pluralism has its attraction, voicing tolerance and respect for opposing viewpoints, but it is dangerous when adopted in matters of faith. Not all proposed “truths” can be true.

Paul continues to describe them in verses 6-7,

Some have wandered away from these and turned to meaningless talk. They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm. 

The “certain men” who were teaching false doctrines are unnamed, but the people of the church knew who they were. They were elders, as Paul had so clearly predicted in his farewell to the Ephesian church leaders: “Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth” (Acts 20:30). This problem dominated the entire church landscape. These false teachers were not from the outside, nor were they individual church members (which would be bad enough). Rather, they were from among the various leaders in the house churches. No wonder Paul had to urge Timothy to stay on in Ephesus!

This also might explain the extensive coverage the ministry of elders receives in this first letter—their character (3:1–7), their responsibility (5:17), and their discipline (5:19–20). Also the fact that Paul himself excommunicated two men (1:20) rather than calling on the church to take any such action may suggest as much.

Paul describes the motivations of these false teachers within the elders in these verses: “Some have wandered away from these and turned to meaningless talk. They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm.” Rabbis were called “teachers of the law.” These elders in Ephesus aspired to be Christian versions of the rabbis—authoritative interpreters of the deep things of the Old Testament. In imitation of their rabbinic counterparts they spoke with assured confidence and dogmatism, though they did not know what they were talking about. The modern preacher’s version of the bluster described here is the marginal note on his preaching manuscript, “Weak point here. Look confident and pound the pulpit!” In grim reality, they had wandered away from truth into controversy, away from love, pure hearts and good consciences to duplicity and religious insincerity.

Now I believe there’s a time and place for splitting theological hairs. Men and women preparing for ministry, for example, should be encouraged to stretch their theological muscles in the academic gymnasium of seminary. There’s nothing like a good seminary debate to work out the kinks in one’s doctrine. A minister, however, must always rest his or her teaching on sound doctrine. And a pastor must always preach from solid exegesis toward practical application based on his intimate knowledge of the congregation’s needs. Practical application forbids “fruitless” or “empty” teaching.
 I like how John Kitchen puts it: “God’s Word is to bring us to a specific end by a specific means, not to incite us to endless theological tail-chasing.”

Ultimately, Paul’s command applies to everyone in ministry. Whatever your calling, wherever your ministry occurs, communicate the truth boldly, confidently standing on the authority of Scripture.

The Correction of the Mistake

Paul moves on to the correction of the mistake in verses 8-11,

We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. We also know that 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, for adulterers and perverts, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—and for whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine that conforms to the glorious gospel of the blessed God, which he entrusted to me.
One of Paul’s important categories is law. He uses the word “law” (nomos) 119 times, well over half of its New Testament total of 191 (62 percent).
 Sometimes “law” means the Torah—the first five books from Genesis through Deuteronomy—while other times “law” can mean the entire Old Testament. At other times “law” refers to a legalistic approach to the Mosaic Law promoted by the Jewish rabbis. It is easy to misunderstand the place of law, and it is Paul’s contention that by and large his nation has done just that. It is true that there are some beautiful and moving statements about God’s grace and God’s forgiveness in Jewish writings, but the Jewish writings are not saying the same as Paul is. For them, keeping the law is fundamental and God’s mercy operates within that frame. The Jews rightly welcomed the law as a great good that God had bestowed on them. But they wrongly exalted it into the way of salvation, a mistake Paul himself had made before his conversion, according to Philippians 3:4-6. Some of them at least held that the possession of the law in itself or the study of it was enough. The end of such disputes was not awe at the wonder of God’s grace, but a deep respect for the law that all too easily degenerated into legalism.
Throughout his letters Paul insists that by “works of law” no one will be justified before God (Rom. 3:20; Gal. 2:16; 3:11); that is not the purpose of law at all. The function of law was not to do away with sin but to show it up for what it is. As Paul sees it, the function of the law is similarly to make clear what sin is. It is not to bring salvation, but to prepare the way for it. 

In the light of all this it is not surprising that Paul sees the law as the very opposite of the way of salvation. Christ, he says in Romans 10:4, “is the end of the law”; He is the end in the sense of the fulfillment of the law, the end to which it points. He is the end also in that the law cannot function to bring about salvation in the light of Christ’s saving work. If people could obtain righteousness by the way of law, “then Christ died for nothing” (Gal. 2:21). Paul pays a good deal of attention to the promises of God, but “if the inheritance is from the law it is no longer from the promise” (Gal. 3:18). He contrasts being “under grace” with being “under law” (Rom. 6:14-15; cf. 11:6).

Paul plainly says in 1 Timothy 1:9, “[The] law is not made for a righteous man, but for those who are lawless and rebellious.” The law still serves a divine purpose in the world today, but its design is no longer directed toward those of us who are believers. The target of the law is the person outside the family of God.

Paul lists a number of individuals in verses 9-10, “…lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and irreligious; for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers, for adulterers and perverts, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—and for whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine…” This includes heinous criminals such as murderers, adulterers, and those involved in human trafficking, but also those we might not think to be so bad—liars and perjurers and those who do not hold to sound doctrine. All are lumped together here.
The point is this: Laws are not passed to make people better; laws are passed to identify lawbreakers so they can be punished. For example, a stop sign is set at an intersection to control traffic and prevent accidents. You may stop at the stop sign a thousand times and you will receive nothing, but the one time you run the stop sign (if a policeman happens to be nearby), you will get a ticket. If every driver were conscientious and careful we wouldn’t need restrictive driving laws. But such is certainly not the case, which is why we have an overabundance of traffic laws dictating speed, stops, and turns.

Paul concludes in verse 11 with “…the sound doctrine that conforms to the glorious gospel of the blessed God, which he entrusted to me.” The Greek here literally means “the gospel of the glory of the blessed God.” The same word translated “glorious” is found in 2 Corinthians 4:4–6, where it describes the gospel as a manifestation of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

In these verses Paul corrects the mistake of these false teachers by underscoring the original intention of God’s law and the importance of sound doctrine. This letter of 1 Timothy, with its great emphasis on doctrine, has a basic practical purpose—to teach the people in Ephesus how to live. There is a dynamic connection between our belief and our behavior. This truth is directly opposite to much contemporary Christian thinking that says, “We don’t need more doctrine. What we need is practical preaching.” Now, we must certainly agree that preaching must be applied. But we must not agree that there is no connection between the doctrinal and the practical. What we know and believe has everything to do with how we live. Doctrine is at the heart of practical living. The greatest need of the church today is not less doctrine but more doctrine—about God, about salvation, about ourselves, about character, about church, about family. Our greatest need is to know God better—and we can learn more only from his Word.

The Completion of the Mission

In conclusion I want to go back to verse 5, which I skipped over earlier: “The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” The word “goal” describes the appointed end toward which all activity and effort is directed, the arrival at which signals all previous output has achieved its goal. This speaks of the completion of the mission, indeed of all Christian ministry. True doctrine and genuine ministry aim at and find their fulfillment in the production of “love” (agape). This is clearly the Apostle’s favorite word for “love,” being his choice seventy-five times in his letters. Here Paul assets that teaching that does not produce active, genuine, Christian love is misguided at some level.

Instead of controversy, which characterized the ministry of the false teachers, our lives should be marked by love—first for God, then for others.
 Then Paul makes clear the source of this love: a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith.

1. A pure heart. This is a fundamental requisite. Taken over from the Old Testament, the word heart stands for the totality of man’s moral affections, and without purity there, nobility of character is clearly impossible. Jesus reserved a special promise for the pure in heart (Matthew 5:8) and spoke of the pruning of the vine as an illustration of the cleansing of believers through the word (John 15:3).

2. A good conscience. The Greek word for conscience (syneidēsis) indicates literally ‘joint knowledge’, and came to be used of the facility to distinguish between right and wrong. The right operation of this facility was given special prominence in Paul’s theology. By way of contrast, Timothy is later reminded in 1 Timothy 4:2 that false teachers are those whose consciences are seared as with a hot iron and ineffective.

3. A sincere faith. Faith which is merely a pretense without solid foundation may well have been evident in the false teachers. What was important was the genuineness of what was professed.

God gives us His Word and then clarifies the reason we are to stay at the task and communicate the truth: The goal is love. The motivation and the message from minister to congregation is love. When your people depart for home after your instruction, when they step out of the counseling room where you have discussed the realities of life, when they think back on that chance encounter or that lunch you scheduled, or whatever situation gave you an opportunity to impart truth, they will remember seeing love in action. Moreover, they will have seen it modeled and understand how to do the same for others.

Here are two practical tests for us to apply to all teaching. The first is the test of faith: does it come from God, being in agreement with Scripture, or is it the product of a fertile human imagination? The second is the test of love: does it promote unity in the body of Christ, or if not (since truth itself can divide), is it irresponsibly divisive? “Faith” means that we receive it from God; “love” means that it builds up the church. The ultimate criteria by which to judge any teaching are whether it promotes the glory of God and the good of the church. The doctrine of the false teachers did neither. It promoted speculation and controversy instead.

In the end we find that God’s Word is more than enough to meet the needs of people. No gimmicks needed. No flashy PR campaigns required. Just preach the Word faithfully and consistently, and let God take care of the rest. The Holy Spirit will guide the message of grace to meet the needs of every individual within hearing.

And watch out for those wolves walking around in sheep skins.
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