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      The Word of God

      At the heart of the threat to the church in Ephesus was an attack against the word of God. The threat of the false teachers was not just their conduct or methods (1 Tim. 1:6–7, 19; 4:1–2; 6:4–5, 20). It was that they taught different doctrine (1:3; 6:3) that was opposed to the gospel and sound teaching.1 It was a contest for truth, and they were deceived liars, “deprived of the truth” (4:1–2; 6:5), doing the work of “the father of lies” (John 8:44). But God’s word and God’s work are about the truth, knowledge of which leads to salvation (1 Tim. 2:4).

      The Apostolic Message

      Paul uses several terms for the fixed body of orthodox content to be believed, protected, preserved, proclaimed, and taught by and among believers. The different terms highlight different aspects of the apostolic message, but their overlapping nature means that rigid distinctions regarding their content or intended audience or associated verbs for speech are misguided.2

      “The Faith”

      “Faith” terminology is a feature of the letters to Timothy and Titus, especially 1 Timothy.3 The verb occurs twice for active belief in Christ and the gospel (1:16; 3:16). But the noun (pistis) occurs nineteen times! It is used in three senses: (1) for the fixed body of orthodox content that is the subject of Paul’s preaching and teaching (2:7),4 “the mystery” about Christ (3:9; cf. 3:16), which can be believed and learned (3:9, 13; 4:6; 6:12) or rejected (1:19; 4:1; 5:8; 6:10, 21); (2) for subjective faith/trust in Christ (1:5, 14, 19; 2:15; 5:12; cf. pisteuō, 1:16; 3:16); and (3) in a combined sense, for the sphere of new life that comes from belief in Christ and orthodox teaching (1:2, 4; 4:12).5 The use of this term for the body of content and for personal belief in Christ and that same content, and for the new life that issues from them, draws attention to the operation of God’s plan, which is by faith (1:4). By contrast, the false teachers promoted myths, genealogies, speculation, and ascetic observances.

      “The Truth”

      “The truth” (alētheia) likewise refers to the apostolic gospel and full body of orthodox doctrine, but adds a qualitative assessment by identifying it as the genuine revelation of God, and thus free from lies and falsehood (Titus 1:2),6 and in doing so highlights the falsehood of other truth claims (Gal. 2:5; 5:7).7 To be saved is to “come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4; cf. 2 Tim. 2:25; 3:7; Titus 1:1; Heb. 10:26).8 Paul preached “faith and truth” (1 Tim. 2:7).9 The church is “a pillar and buttress of the truth,” which it is to maintain, protect, and serve10 (3:15). Those who “believe and know the truth” live rightly in God’s creation (4:3), but false teachers are “deprived of the truth” (6:5).

      “Teaching”

      The vocabulary of “teaching” is also a feature of the letters to Timothy and Titus. The noun (didaskalia) appears more often than in any other New Testament book.11 In 1 Timothy, it refers to the activity of authoritative teaching (4:13, 16; 5:17; cf. 2 Tim. 3:10, 16; Titus 2:7), and the body of content/doctrine authorized by God that was taught (1 Tim. 1:10–11; 6:1; cf. Titus 2:10),12 which is “sound” (1 Tim. 1:10; cf. 2 Tim. 4:3; Titus 1:9; 2:7), is “good” (1 Tim. 4:6), and “accords with godliness” (6:3). It includes both theological and ethical content.13 The prominence of teaching terminology signals the key role of learning in the Christian life and the church. Notably, the opponents also used educational means to advance their agenda, but they “taught different doctrine” (heterodidaskaleō, 1:3; 6:3), aspired to be “teachers of the law” (nomodidaskaloi, 1:7), and were devoted to “teachings of demons” (4:1; note plural). This is why they must be stopped (1:3).

      “The Gospel”

      The word “gospel” occurs only once (1:11; cf. 2 Tim. 1:8, 10; 2:8; 4:5), which is unexpected in a letter so concerned with salvation. The term itself (euangelion) focuses attention on both the communication of content and its quality, in that this is a message of good news to be announced. As “the gospel of the glory of the blessed God,” it has its origins with God, belongs to him, and is about his glory14 (see 2 Cor. 4:4, 6). It is the message of salvation by which people are saved and is the theological core of God’s plan15 and thus the basis and measure of all authentic apostolic doctrine and paraenesis (1 Tim. 1:10–11). It was entrusted to Paul by God and is the reason for his apostleship (1:11; cf. Rom. 1:16–17; 1 Tim. 2:7; 2 Tim. 2:8). In the same vein, Paul was also appointed a herald/preacher (kēryx, 1 Tim. 2:7; 2 Tim. 1:11), and Christ is “proclaimed [kēryssō] among the nations” (1 Tim. 3:16; cf. kērygma, Rom. 16:25; 1 Cor. 1:21; 2 Tim. 4:17; Titus 1:3).

      Further Terms

      Other terms highlight further aspects of the apostolic message. As “mystery” (mystērion), it is truth that had been hidden and unknowable but has now been revealed by God through the appearing of Christ in history (1 Tim. 3:9, 16; cf. Rom. 16:25; Eph. 3:4).16 As the “deposit” (parathēkē, 1 Tim. 6:20; also 2 Tim. 1:12, 14)—a term not found elsewhere in the New Testament—it implies a process of transmission, with a stress on the value of what is entrusted and the need to preserve and care for it into the future (2 Tim. 2:2).17 As “words” (logoi), the message possesses a verbal and propositional nature (1 Tim. 4:6); “the sound words of our Lord” rejected by the opponents (6:3) are words about Christ in the apostolic gospel (see 1 Thess. 1:8) and teaching that comes from and is authorized by him.18 There’s also the prophetic speech of the Spirit (1 Tim. 4:1; cf. 1:18; 4:14).

      The “faithful/trustworthy saying” formula (pistos ho logos, 1:15; 3:1; 4:9; cf. 2 Tim. 2:11; Titus 3:8) is unique to the letters to Timothy and Titus19 and emphasizes the truthfulness, reliability, significance, and authority of certain propositions.20 Twice in 1 Timothy, the formula is strengthened with the additional commendation of being “deserving of full acceptance” (1:15; 4:9). The formula has polemical force and is “a mark of orthodox approval.”21 These sayings are faithful as God is faithful (1 Cor. 1:9; 10:13; 2 Tim. 2:13).22 In 1 Timothy, each saying speaks to elements of God’s salvation plan under threat.

      Another distinctive of the letters to Timothy and Titus is the term “sound” (from hygiainō) to describe content (1 Tim. 1:10; 6:3; 2 Tim. 1:13; 4:3; Titus 1:9; 2:1; cf. hygiēs, Titus 2:8 ).23 Elsewhere in the New Testament, the word applies to physical health (e.g., Matt. 12:13; Luke 5:31), but in Timothy and Titus, it refers to teaching that is healthy—sound, true, and correct—in sharp contrast to teaching and conduct that are not true and do harm. “Sound” teaching conforms to the gospel (1 Tim. 1:10–11) and produces faith and godly lives (1:4–5).24 By contrast, false teachers oppose the “healthy/sound” words of Christ and have an unhealthy craving for controversy and depraved (corrupted) minds (6:4–5).25

      Concluding Observations

      The above terms relate to a stable body of content about the appearing of Christ Jesus to save sinners and related doctrine that was recognized as genuine, reliable, authoritative apostolic teaching. A similar notion of fixed content is found across Paul’s letters and the New Testament (e.g., Matt. 28:19–20; Gal. 1:6–7; 2 Thess. 2:14–15; 1 John 4:14–15). The various terms draw attention to different aspects of the one truth.

      It is God’s message about God’s plan. He is its source, and it reflects his character. It cannot be known apart from divine revelation. The good news of Christ is at its core. It includes theological, missional, ethical, and ecclesial content. It is the standard of truth. Rejection of this message is rejection of God. Its authenticity and preservation are essential for God’s saving plan, and the polemical nature of several terms reflects the live threat of false teaching. Paul’s apostleship and Timothy’s task (and others’, 1 Tim. 4:12) are inextricably tied to this content and the command of God and Christ to proclaim, teach, and guard it (1:1; 2:7; 4:16).

      God’s Word Written

      God’s written word also features in 1 Timothy, against the backdrop of the false teachers’ misuse of the Old Testament. Paul’s handling of the Old Testament, through explicit references and allusions, demonstrates both its enduring authority and the need to interpret God’s ancient word in light of the gospel (1:11). The letter also testifies to new authoritative content that is coordinate with the Old Testament, namely, Jesus’s words as “Scripture” and Paul’s letter itself.

      The opponents claimed to be experts in the Mosaic law and used the law to support their myths and speculations (1:3–7). Their teaching was wrong, not because of a problem with the law (nomos), which is good—and which Paul himself used (see Ex. 20:1–17; Deut. 5:7–21)26—but because of their unlawful use of it.27 Used lawfully (nominōs, 1 Tim. 1:8), it was laid down to expose sinners, not “right living” Christians (“the just,” 1:9);28 and it was to be read in its salvation-historical context and in light of the apostolic gospel (1:10–11), not speculative Jewish myths and genealogies.29

      In fact, Paul turns to the early chapters of Genesis (itself part of the Mosaic Law or Torah) to explain his instructions about proper church leadership, specifically, why women are not to teach or have authority over men (1 Tim. 2:13–14).30 He cites God’s ordered creation of Adam and Eve (Gen. 2:4–25) for the different gendered responsibilities in the church, and he cites the fall narrative, which involved a reversal of their created relational order and a failure of the man’s leadership (Gen. 3:13, 17), as a negative example of what happens when God’s order is rejected.31 It is possible that the opponents used these Genesis texts in their mythical speculations,32 but Paul treats them as historical accounts, with Adam and Eve also functioning as representative figures, such that there are ongoing implications for Christian men and women that arise from God’s creation design (1 Cor. 11:3–16; 14:33–35; cf. Eph. 5:21–33).33

      Similarly, when Paul critiques the opponents’ ascetic prohibitions against certain foods and marriage, he does so with reference to the early chapters of Genesis. He notes God’s generous provision of food (1 Tim. 4:3; cf. Gen. 1:29; 2:9; 9:3)34 and repeats God’s verdict that “everything in creation is good” (1 Tim. 4:4; cf. Gen. 1:31). Genesis also affirms the goodness of marriage (Gen. 1:28; 2:24; cf. 1 Tim. 3:2; 5:14).35 The opponents, then, were not only rejecting the good gifts of God’s creation; they were also rejecting God’s word about these gifts and possibly failing to read God’s word in light of Christ (see Mark 7:1–23; 10:2–9; Acts 10; Gal. 2:12–14). Paul’s view of creation and marriage rests on God’s word, which he regards as true, authoritative, and of enduring relevance for Christian believers.

      Paul again turns to Scripture to explain his instructions about material support for elders (1 Tim. 5:18). He uses the only citation formula in the letter, “the Scripture [graphē] says,” to introduce two statements: the first, about oxen, from Deuteronomy (Deut. 25:4 LXX); the second, about laborers deserving their wages, from Jesus’s words (most likely) from Luke’s Gospel (10:7; cf. Matt. 10:10). That is, Jesus’s recorded words in that work are identified as divinely inspired Scripture and coordinate with the canonical Old Testament.36

      Alongside Paul’s use of Scripture in the letter, we see the continuing relevance and use of Scripture in the Christian gathering, as Paul urges Timothy to devote himself to the public reading of Scripture and its exposition (1 Tim. 4:13). Similar practices in synagogues were based on the Old Testament Scriptures (Acts 13:13–41). We can assume the same here (cf. 2 Cor. 3:14). However, Paul instructs Timothy to teach, exhort, and command the content of his letter (1 Tim. 4:11; 6:2), which was also to be read publicly (6:21),37 so it’s not a stretch to include this letter and other apostolic writings as authoritative texts that were also to be the subject of ongoing congregational instruction (Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27; 2 Thess. 2:15; 2 Peter 3:16; Rev. 1:3).38

      [image: scene break]

      Knowing and believing the truth is essential for salvation (1 Tim. 2:4). That truth is made known in God’s word: the apostolic gospel about the Christ event and related apostolic teaching, along with the Old Testament, correctly understood and interpreted through the gospel. It is God’s truth: the mystery unable to be known apart from his revelation, explicitly involving each person of the triune God (1:11; 4:1; 5:18 ; 6:3; cf. 1:18; 4:14). Its origin, character, authority, and purpose are given by God. It is a stable and recognized body of content, the saving power of which is evident in the priority given to making it known, and the need to preserve and protect it from deviation or distortion.

      Paul’s engagement with the Old Testament shows that it is to be read in light of the gospel and God’s purposes in salvation history, and that there is continuity and discontinuity between the Old Testament and the apostolic message. By contrast, the teachers of the law show that it is possible to misuse God’s word (1:7). It is not enough to prove something by quoting Scripture; the word must be rightly interpreted and applied. We also see a developing “canon-consciousness,” with certain apostolic writings being treated as coordinate sources of divine truth with the Old Testament Scriptures.39
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      Suffering and the Gospel

      Paul wrote 2 Timothy to ensure the future of the gospel; and, after false teaching, suffering is the next great threat to realizing that goal. It poses a powerful disincentive to gospel faithfulness and ministry. But the reality of suffering looms large in this letter. Paul’s life is one of hardship and suffering, and he acknowledges its personal pain and cost. Yet he does not write so that his beloved child will avoid suffering. Rather, he wants Timothy to join him in suffering and, like him, to fix his eyes on the future horizon of Christ’s return, when those who have trusted in Christ will be vindicated and receive their reward.

      The Contours of Suffering

      Paul’s suffering is multidimensional. He has been abandoned and rejected by friends and colleagues (1:15; 4:9–11, 16). He is imprisoned and has lost freedom and comfort (1:16–18; 2:9–10; 4:16–18). He is apart from those he loves (1:4, 17). He is on trial in an unjust “justice” system—notwithstanding his clear conscience (1:3)—and speaks alone in his defense (4:16). He has been persecuted, even stoned, dragged outside a city, and left for dead (3:11; cf. Acts 13:49–52; 14:4–6, 19–22). He anticipates violent execution (2 Tim. 4:6). His enemies actively seek his harm (4:14). He endures cultural shame (1:8, 12). In short, his suffering involves physical deprivation and injury, emotional and existential distress, and loss of reputation, treasured relationships, freedom, and (soon) mortal life itself.

      As with God’s servants before him—his ancestors (1:3)1—Paul’s life of faith is marked by trials, hardship, and opposition (e.g., Ex. 1; Pss. 22; 34; 69; Dan. 6).2 And like them, he patiently endures evil (2 Tim. 2:9, 24; 3:11). The alternative is to give way to cowardice and seek to avoid suffering (1:7), to be ashamed of suffering and those who bear it (1:8), to spiritualize the resurrection and seek to have your best life now (2:18), and to turn from Christ and the gospel in apostasy and false teaching (2:12–13; 3:8; 4:3–4; cf. 2:18).

      Reasons for Suffering

      In 1 Timothy we glimpse the general suffering of life in this fallen world: Timothy himself has ongoing health issues; some are under the yoke of slavery; and women, even young women, have been widowed, and their welfare is at risk (1 Tim. 5:4–16, 23; 6:1; cf. Rom. 8:19–22). By contrast, the suffering in view in 2 Timothy3—and it is a significant theme—is closely related to Christ and the gospel.

      Paul is the Lord’s prisoner for the gospel (1:8). He has been appointed preacher, apostle, and teacher for the gospel, which is why he suffers (1:12; cf. 3:11). He suffers as “a good soldier of Christ” (2:3). He is in chains because of the gospel (2:9) and endures everything for the elect (2:10). He is willingly “being poured out as a drink offering” (4:6; cf. Num. 28:7), as “a sacrifice for the gospel,”4 and his death as a martyr is near (2 Tim. 4:6; cf. Phil. 1:23). He has been deserted by Demas, who loves this world more than Christ, and he has suffered from Alexander, who “strongly opposed” the gospel (2 Tim. 4:10, 14–15). Even while he is on trial for his life, Paul’s main goal is reaching the nations with the gospel (4:16–17). In short, his apostleship and suffering are intrinsically linked (2 Cor. 11:23–29; Phil. 1:30; Col. 1:24).

      Timothy is to join both Christ and Paul in suffering for the gospel (2 Tim. 1:8; 4:5),5 even publicly identifying with Paul (and his crucified Lord) by visiting Paul in prison (4:9, 21). Timothy, too, is to suffer as a soldier of Christ (2:3) and, as the Lord’s servant, patiently endure evil and correct his opponents with gentleness (2:24–25).

      The experience of Paul and Timothy, however, is not unusual. Everyone who lives a godly (eusebōs) life in Christ Jesus, who has died with Christ and endured in faith, will be persecuted (2:11–12; 3:12; cf. Rom. 8:17; Phil. 1:29–30). Not all believers will die a martyr’s death, as Paul does, but all Christians “will suffer as a result of identifying themselves with Christ.”6 This fallen world has rejected God and his Son, and those who follow Christ will, like him, be hated, suffer, and be rejected (John 15:18–21). Believers are not to seek out suffering and shame, but there can be no fair-weather Christians.

      Models of Suffering

      Given the focus on suffering and the link between suffering and authentic faith and gospel ministry, it is perhaps surprising that Christ’s own suffering and death don’t feature more prominently in 2 Timothy. Instead, as we have observed, the emphasis falls on Christ’s vindication and victory over death rather than his actual suffering and death (1:8; 2:8–12).7

      The chief model of suffering is Paul. He is the model of faith, life, teaching, and endurance in suffering that Timothy is to follow (3:10–11).8 He suffers for Christ and the gospel, as Timothy is to do (1:8; 2:3).9 He is not ashamed of Christ or the gospel, as Timothy is not to be ashamed of Christ, his chained apostle, or the gospel (1:8). Paul has exemplified to Timothy what he describes in several everyday pictures of exertion and perseverance: a dedicated soldier of Christ, an athlete who has finished the race and won the prize (cf. 1 Cor. 9:24–27), and a hard-working farmer anticipating an eternal reward for his labors (2 Tim. 2:4–6; 4:7–8; cf. 1 Cor. 9:7, 10).10 As a son follows his father (2 Tim. 1:2; 2:1), Timothy is to give all for Christ and the gospel. So, too, all believers (4:8).

      Paul himself follows a pattern. He links to two Davidic psalms that give personal accounts of unjust suffering and God’s subsequent vindication and deliverance (2 Tim. 3:11 [Ps. 34:17, 19]; 2 Tim. 4:17 [Ps. 22]).11 Paul is like David, a righteous sufferer—abandoned by friends and falsely accused—whom the Lord rescued out of all his troubles. These psalms, however, do not just invoke David; they invoke Jesus, the suffering servant, who was betrayed, abandoned, and placed on trial, and who prayed for deliverance and mercy. In fact, Psalm 22 is on Jesus’s lips as he dies—“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34; cf. Ps. 22:1)—and is woven through the Gospel accounts of his passion.12 Paul understands that as David and (especially) Christ trusted in God and God delivered them, so Paul will trust in God, confident that he will be eternally vindicated and delivered, even if he should lose his mortal life (2 Tim. 4:18; cf. 1:12; Isa. 52:13–53:12; 1 Pet. 2:21).

      And Paul is not alone! He names men and women from all walks of life who also serve as models: Onesiphorus and his household supported Paul and visited him in prison (2 Tim. 1:16–18; 4:19), as Timothy is now to do (4:9, 21); coworkers continued to partner with Paul (4:10–13, 19–21); and Timothy’s own mother and grandmother persevered in faith (1:5). The faithful endurance of all these believers testifies to the gift and sufficiency of God’s Spirit to produce power, love, and self-control, not fear (1:7, 14; cf. 2:12).

      The End of Suffering

      Paul’s approach to suffering, however, is not simply to endure it for its own sake. His tone is not one of resignation, despair, or defeat. He knows that Christian suffering has divinely given meaning, purpose, limits, and hope.

      First, Christian suffering is a feature of the time between Christ’s appearings, when God’s salvation has been inaugurated but awaits consummation, and when evil and rebellious people reject and oppose God and his gospel (3:2–4) and persecute his people (3:12). Christian suffering marks this as the eschatological “last days” (3:1; cf. 3:13; 4:3) before Christ’s appearing (4:1, 8), when such suffering will end.13

      Second, Christian suffering is testimony to God’s work in a believer’s life, as those with an outside show of religion without the Spirit’s transforming power to produce a godly life will not be targets of persecution (3:5, 12). As William Mounce observes, “The absence of suffering is a sign that there is something wrong in a believer’s life.”14

      Third, suffering and persecution have limited effects. They are temporary. The Lord has rescued Paul before (3:11) and may do so again, but either way, ultimately the Lord will save Paul, and all those who believe in Christ, into his eternal kingdom (2:10; 4:18; cf. Dan. 3:16–18). Suffering and persecution might kill the body, but they cannot kill the soul (2 Tim. 2:12; 4:6–8; cf. Matt. 10:28). The “promise of life” in the gospel is of life and immortality, and all those who believe the gospel will live forever with Christ in glory (2 Tim. 1:10; 2:10–11). Resurrection life remains in the future (2:18), and that future promise far outweighs all present suffering (2 Cor. 4:16–18).

      Fourth, suffering gives way to glory, and there is no glory without suffering (Rom. 8:18). It was this way for Christ (2 Tim. 1:8–9; 2:8, 10; 4:1, 18; cf. Phil. 2:5–11; Heb. 2:6–10; 12:2). His followers share the same suffering-glory trajectory. We are to die with him and endure suffering and persecution, so to live and reign with him (2 Tim. 1:8; 2:9, 11–12; 3:12; 4:6–8; cf. Matt. 5:10).15

      Fifth, there will be a future reckoning when Christ appears as righteous Judge (2 Tim. 1:18; 4:1, 8). No person, living or dead, and no deed, good or evil, will escape his judgment (1:18; 2:15; 4:14; cf. 1 Thess. 4:13–17; 2 Thess. 1:6–10). All those who trust in Christ will receive mercy, eternal life, and reward. But he will disown those who deny him or are faithless (2 Tim. 2:12–13; cf. Rom. 11:22).16 Their only hope is that God may grant them repentance in this life.

      Sixth, those who believe and preach the gospel embody the weakness and foolishness of the gospel. This is the way of the cross (1 Cor. 1:17–31). Hence, Paul is not ashamed of the gospel, because he knows it to be the power of God for the salvation of both Jew and Gentile (2 Tim. 1:8–12; cf. Rom. 1:16). The apparent weakness, suffering, and shame of Paul as a minister of the gospel belong to that same divine economy (2 Tim. 2:8–10; cf. 2 Cor. 1:5–7).17

      Seventh, Paul’s suffering is a necessary part of his apostleship and the gospel going to the Gentiles (Acts 9:15–16; 2 Cor. 4:7–12).18 He suffers and endures everything “for the sake of the elect” (2 Tim. 2:10), and even on trial for his life, he is most concerned that the gospel is “fully proclaimed” among the nations (4:17).

      The Suffering of the Gospel

      Paul’s presentation of suffering is multilayered. It is autobiographical, authentic, hopeful, exhortatory, exemplary, and inspiring. Ultimately, though, it is not about Paul. Everything tracks back to Christ and the gospel. Paul suffers as an apostle of Christ and for Christ; and he suffers because of and for the sake of the gospel and God’s elect. Empowered by the Spirit, Timothy is to do the same (1:7). In fact, all believers will suffer persecution for their godly lives in Christ Jesus.

      God has set the timetable for history, and at the appointed time, Christ will reappear as Judge. Everyone who endures and longs for that Day will receive the glorious suffering-free resurrection life of his heavenly kingdom. But first they must hear and believe the good news of the Christ who suffered, who was raised to life, and who abolished death and brought to light life and immortality. Truly, without Christ’s suffering, there can be no end to suffering.
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