Letters to the Front Lines #14

“How Fit Is Your Faith?”

1 Timothy 4:7-16

Calling our society “fitness crazed” is an understatement.

A study surveyed 1,350 adults aged 18-65 and found that the average American spends $155 per month on their health and fitness; that’s $112,000 in their entire lifetime, more than a four-year public college education. Included in that number, Americans on average spend $33 on gym memberships, $56 on health supplements, $35 on clothing and accessories for working out, $17 for healthy meal plans and $14 on trainers.

As a nation, Americans spend $33 billion on weight loss products each year. Furthermore, the United States has the most fitness centers in the world. In 2022, there were 106,132 fitness centers spread nationwide including gyms, Crossfit boxes, Anytime Fitness, 24 Hour Fitness, private health and fitness clubs, etc.

All in all, the consumer demand for health and wellness products and services has reached a record high with the global wellness market estimated to be worth $3.4 trillion, making it three times larger than the $1 trillion worldwide pharmaceutical industry.

“What does this have to do with the Bible, particularly our study of 1 Timothy?” you may be wondering. As we turn to our text for this evening, 1 Timothy 4:7-16, we see that Paul addresses the subject of physical fitness and training in this passage, as well as the challenge to spiritual fitness. I have entitled this message, “How Fit It Your Faith?”

We concluded our last study in this series with 1 Timothy 4:6, where Paul urges Timothy to be “a good minister of Christ Jesus.” When we see the word “minister” we often associate this with the pastor, or spiritual leader of the local church. But Paul uses the Greek term for “deacon” here, so the emphasis is on “servant” rather than “leader.” These truths apply to all Christians, not just those in spiritual leadership roles.

Yet it is especially true for leaders, since no pastor can lead his people where he has not been himself. “What I have I give you” is a basic principle of life and ministry (Acts 3:6). The pastor (or church member) who is not growing is actually going backward, for it is impossible to stand still in the Christian life. In his living, teaching, preaching, and leading, the pastor must give evidence of spiritual growth.

Just as a skillful coach will often return to the basics of the sport to pull the team or a player out of a slump, Paul returns to the basics to keep this church on track. As he seeks to counteract the influences of the false teaching here, he emphasizes one of the most important practical lessons of these pastoral letters: the soundness of a church depends on ministers and leaders who are sound in their faith and practice.

These verses are very poignant when we hear what they really are: a sustained effort to encourage and reinforce the timid, reluctant Timothy. We too may recoil at the daunting task of resisting and reforming wrong ideas in the church; it is lonely, even frightening, to stand up against people who don’t base their ideas on the Bible, especially when they’re in senior positions.
 So Paul challenges Timothy—and us—in these verses.
A Call to Spiritual Training

First we see a call to spiritual training in verses 7-8,

Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives’ tales; rather, train yourself to be godly. For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.
Having encouraged Timothy to “feed yourself spiritually on the words of faith and of the true teaching which you have followed,”
 in verse six above, Paul here urges him first to avoid the “spiritual junk food”
 so prevalent in a background of false teaching within the culture and the church. He characterizes them as “godless myths and old wives’ tales.” I especially like the NET Bible’s rendering, “myths fit only for the godless and gullible.” Today, we might encourage pastors to avoid urban legends and folk theology.
 John Kitchen writes, “Sometimes a resolute refusal to enter or continue a conversation is a sign of wisdom.”

As we know, physical fitness is not only about diet but also exercise. The same is true in the spiritual realm. We are to feed ourselves spiritually on the “milk,” the "meat," and the "living bread" of God's Word. And we are to exercise our faith as well, as Paul challenges at the end of verse 7: “rather, train yourself to be godly.” Paul uses the verb gymnazō and the noun gymnasia, and it requires no knowledge of Greek to recognize his reference to gymnastics and the gymnasium. Timothy knew the importance of exercise; he also knew that training was essential for athletes intending to compete in the games, which were very popular throughout the Greco-Roman world at that time.

Only for Timothy, the training is spiritual, not physical, and his purpose is “godliness,” not physical fitness. A good definition would be “taking God seriously,”
 the outward evidences of a genuine faith in and reverence for God.
 Godliness is not external but is the inner power to live a godly life. And we are to “gymnasticize” (work out, exercise, train) ourselves for the purpose of godliness.

Interestingly, this attitude does not occur naturally for a believer…or even one called into ministry. Godliness is never automatic. It requires training, just like athletic competition requires physical discipline.
 For Paul godliness is no static, stained-glass word. It is active—kinetic obedience that springs from a reverent awe of God. Godliness is not piety as we generally think of it—upturned eyes and folded hands. Godliness cannot be cloistered. The godly among us are those people whose reverent worship of God flows into obedience throughout the week. Only God-struck doers of the Word can rightly be termed godly.

Paul admits that physical training does have a certain limited value; by means of it we learn to control physical urges and we can maintain the health and strength needed to serve God and others. Godliness, on the other hand, has unlimited value, for it is that life in the power of the Spirit in which the “whole” believer, in body and spirit, comes to experience the resurrection life of Christ.

Now to some, this kind of discipline sounds a lot like legalism. But such thinking is mistaken. Legalism is self-centered while discipline is God-centered. The legalistic heart says, “I will do this thing to gain merit with God.” The disciplined heart says, “I will do this thing because I love God and want to please him.” Paul knew this difference, and he never gave in to legalists, even while challenging us “train yourself to be godly.”

A Call to Scriptural Teaching

Second we see a call to Scriptural teaching in verses 9-14,

This is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance (and for this we labor and strive), that we have put our hope in the living God, who is the Savior of all men, and especially of those who believe. Command and teach these things. Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity. Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching. Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you.
Paul begins with the phrase, “This is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance,” which he has used twice previously in 1 Timothy and uses once in both 2 Timothy and Titus (the only appearances of this phrase in the New Testament). I find it similar to Jesus’ words (in the kjv), “Verily, verily, I say unto you,” meaning, “You really to listen to this...”

Then he continues to stress the value of godliness using two more athletic terms: kopiaō, which means “to wear out,” and agōnizomai, meaning “to strive for victory.” We get our word “agony” from this Greek concept of giving all of oneself to reach a goal.
 These words can be paraphrased, “We struggle and work hard.”

Notice, however, that we do not “struggle and work hard” in order to be saved; the remainder of the verse reads, “that we have put our hope in the living God, who is the Savior of all men, and especially of those who believe.” Our salvation is not the goal. Believers “struggle and work hard” because we are saved, not in order to be saved. God is the Savior—He alone does the saving.
 Again, this is spiritual discipline, not legalism.

Now this next phrase, “the living God, who is the Savior of all men, and especially of those who believe,” has perplexed many Bible scholars and students. Does God save all men? This is not universalism, since Paul was not a universalist. Nor can it express the difference between the potential (God’s desire to save) and the actual (God saving), since the text says he is the Saviour of all, not just that he wants to be.
 Nor does this support the doctrine of limited atonement, since 1 John 2:2 clearly states about Jesus, “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.” God is the Savior of all people, not just the elect. Jesus came to save the world, and He died for the sins of all.
 Indeed, as the believing Samaritans confessed, Jesus is “the Savior of the world” (John 4:42). He is, as John the Baptist declared, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). The Father sent the Son “to be the Savior of the world” (1 John 4:14). “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son” (John 3:16a). Jesus “gave Himself as a ransom for all” (1 Tim. 2:6) because the Father “desires all men to be saved” (1 Tim. 2:4).

Perhaps the best interpretation of this verse is given by T. C. Skeat, in which he claims that the word especially (malista) should rather be translated “to be precise” or “in other words.” In this case, Paul “is not saying that God saves believers more than he saves others; he is simply modifying his general statement that God is the Saviour of all men by adding the limitation that you cannot be saved unless you believe.”

This truth was not only for Timothy’s personal benefit, however. Paul expected him to use his authority to “command” and “teach” these things. By this he did not intend for Timothy to adopt an authoritarian, autocratic leadership style. He merely expected him to adopt a confident demeanor and lead the people with strength of conviction. Timid leaders give followers an uneasy feeling, causing them to wonder if the leader doubts his own direction. Apparently, Timothy struggled to maintain credibility. Some expositors suspect his youth undermined the respect of older believers, but Timothy would have been close to forty years of age by the time of this writing. He may have been “youthful” compared to some, but he would not have been considered a youth.

Perhaps some people were jealous of Timothy; they resented his having been promoted over their heads. Others simply looked down their noses at this pretentious youth, much as Goliath despised young David. It is a perennial problem. Older people have always found it difficult to accept young people as responsible adults in their own right, let alone as leaders. And young people are understandably irritated when their elders keep reminding them of their immaturity and inexperience, and treat them with contempt.

How then should young Christian leaders react in this situation, so that their youth is not despised and their ministry is not rejected? Not by boastful, assertive or aggressive behavior. Not by throwing their weight about and trying to impose their will, but by different means altogether. “Don’t let people look down on you because you are young; see that they look up to you because…” (jbp). People would not despise his youth if they could admire his example.

The great temptation, whenever our leadership is questioned, threatened or resisted, is to assert it all the more strongly and to become autocratic, even tyrannical. But leadership and lordship are two quite different concepts. The Christian leads by example, not force, and is to be a model who invites a following, not a boss who compels one.

The way not to let others “look down on your youthfulness” is not primarily through confrontation, but through exemplification.
 Nothing bridges the generation gap in the church like the spiritual maturity of the younger. At a more important level, nothing proves the veracity of the gospel as well as evidence of its life-changing power. The example Paul calls for here is that very proof: an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity (v. 12).
 Paul encouraged Timothy to let his outward behavior reveal his inner wisdom, which would gain the church’s respect. Furthermore, he expected his understudy to lead by personal example.

Paul commands Timothy to “devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching.” Ministering the Word was not something Timothy was to do after he had done other things; it was to be the most important thing he did.
 The words “public reading of Scripture” translate a single Greek noun, used of the public reading of Scripture, as when the priests read from the law in Ezra’s day or when Jesus read from Isaiah in the Nazareth synagogue.
 
“Preaching” translates the noun form of the Greek verb parakaleō, from which we get “Paraclete,” a term referring to the Holy Spirit. The best modern definition I can think of would be “to coach,” at least when used in the context of a relationship between individuals. In this context, the public nature of “reading” carries forward to include both “exhortation” and “teaching.” Public exhortation is nothing other than preaching.

Both preaching and teaching are similar yet differ in both style and emphasis. Whereas teaching emphasizes the transmission of information for the sake of instruction, preaching instructs for the sake of motivation. Preaching rallies or urges the congregation to act upon the information they hear.
 

A growing minister (or church member) must be a student of the Word. Before he teaches others he must teach himself. His spiritual progress is an example to his flock and an encouragement to others.
 He should be “addicted” (to use the translation of the same verb in 1 Timothy 3:8) to the teaching and preaching of the Scriptures.

Then Paul writes, in effect, “Don’t let your spiritual gift go to waste.” Paul recalled Timothy’s ordination again for the benefit of the congregation in Ephesus.
 When Timothy was ordained by the elders, he received an enabling gift from God when the elders laid hands on him. It is encouraging to know that the God who calls us also equips us to do His work. However, we must not be passive; we must cultivate God’s gifts, use them, and develop them in the ministry of the local church.

A Call to Sustained Tenacity 

Finally Paul issues a call to sustained tenacity in verses 15-16,

Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress. Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.
Effective ministry requires diligence and progress. Paul describes diligence in two ways: be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them. He is referring to the pattern of lifestyle and ministry just outlined. The first verb means to practice with diligence and carries similar connotations to the “training” metaphor in verse 7. The second phrase means, literally, to “be in these things”—that is, to be absorbed in them. In modern terms, the minister must “live and breathe” these things.

An effective, healthy ministry doesn’t just happen. Paul urged Timothy to plan well, communicate his plans, and then follow through on his plans. A congregation will respect a man who is making progress in his Scripture reading, preaching, and teaching.

Public ministry must be the outflow of private growth. It is fatally easy to become so busy in the Lord’s work that we leave no time for the Lord himself, to be so concerned for the welfare of others that we fail to keep a watchful eye on ourselves. It is only by careful discipline that Christian leaders achieve a balance, determined not to neglect either duty for the other.
 Self-care is not selfishness; it is essential for survival. God must work in us before He can effectively work through us. As good ministers, we preach the Word; as godly ministers, we practice the Word; as growing ministers, we progress in the Word.
 
Paul concludes with a promise: “Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.” Only those who persevere to the end will be saved. Perseverance is not the meritorious cause, but rather the ultimate evidence, of salvation. How could Timothy save his hearers? Surely only God could save them through Christ, right? True, Paul could not and did not save anybody. Nor could Timothy. But this is dramatic language which ascribes to ministers direct the salvation which God himself effects indirectly through the gospel which they proclaim.

But wait! This teaching applies to all Christians. Yes, in this section Paul focuses on Timothy, a Christian minister who must pursue spiritual priorities and pay attention to his lifestyle and calling. But don’t be fooled by the term “minister”—the principles apply to all believers, just as all believers are to be vitally involved in ministry. The leader or minister is to be a model for which all members should follow.
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