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___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
My Bible Study this morning will be based on Paul’s first letter to Timothy, who was charged 
with overseeing the diverse church in Ephesus. Apostasy in the church is nothing new. We 
read the New Testament epistles and hear sound theological reflection in the face of division 
and apostasy in the church.  
 
It’s good for us to remember this in our current situation, lest we long for the good old days, 
which while being old may not have been good. They really just had a different kind of 
apostasy. If we find ourselves disillusioned by the Uniting Church we need to ask ourselves if 
we have had an illusion about the place of sin in the lives of Christians in the first place. If so, 
it’s a good thing to be freed from an illusion.  
 
The Spirit is always exercising His ministry in leading the church into the truth of Christ in 
the face of unbelief. Indeed Paul’s message to Timothy, as it is to us in the ACC, is make 
sure it’s not you!  
 
Let’s hear what Paul says to Timothy as he leads a diverse church in Ephesus.  
 

“Timothy, remain at Ephesus so that you may charge certain people not to teach any 
different doctrine. Nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies which 
promote speculation rather than the stewardship from God that is by faith. The aim of 
our charge is love that issues from a pure heart, a good conscience and a sincere faith. 
Certain persons by swerving from the truth, have wandered away into vain discussion, 
desiring to be the teachers of the law, without understanding what they are saying, or 
things about which they make confident assertions.” 1 Timothy 1:3-7  

 
What was the false teaching? It is not explicit but there are indications in the text.  
 
In the church at Ephesus there was a doctrine based on speculation rather than revelation; 
fables and genealogies, and aimless ideas. In verse 20 we read about Hymeneas and Phineas 
who blaspheme by saying the resurrection has already happened and are destroying the faith 
of some. They promoted a dualism that emphasised a spiritual over the physical and called 
for the renunciation of marriage and abstaining from certain foods.  
 
Paul called Timothy to charge certain people like them not to teach a different gospel (v 3) 
other than what he had received. In other words, refrain from speculations, inventiveness, 
cultural adaptions that swerve from the gospel of Jesus Christ. A good warning for us today 
as we seek to bring a living gospel to the world .  
 
And it seems there was some progress in this matter at the church at Ephesus. In the book of 
Revelation the Spirit of Jesus commands “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write:  
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“ I know that you cannot tolerate wicked people, that you have tested those who 
claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. You have persevered 
and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary. Yet I hold this 
against you: You have forsaken the love you had at first. Consider how far you have 
fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to 
you and remove your lampstand from its place”. Revelation 2:2-5  
 

This passage gives us a lens through which to read Paul’s letter. It seems that the main 
concern of the 1 Timothy letter was not defending the faith against the false teachers after all 
even though it begins that way. The defence of the gospel is a part of the wider work of being 
a true community of Christ in the grace of God. This includes upholding true doctrine but is 
not its essence.  
 
“First of all” he says in Chapter 2, that prayers, intercession and thanksgiving should be made 
for everyone. This is the first action. Praying for everyone in the church, especially those 
doing the false teaching. Paul is saying, know your enemy. It’s not the humans in the church 
but the spiritual forces of darkness that oppose the free gospel of grace. So pray and lift up 
holy hands without anger or disputing (v 8).  
 
The rest of the letter encourages the church in Ephesus to keep its own house in order rather 
than pointing out the faults of others. Watch your own doctrine and live it out. Care for the 
flock well and call them to account in the light of the finished work of Jesus. Set godly 
leaders in place who conduct themselves according to their hope and doctrine. And don’t be 
surprised when some depart from the faith for the Spirit tells us this will happen. (4:1)) 
(There we told you! Don’t be shocked that we have some false teachers in the church!)  
 
In other words, in your confession of Christ in a diverse church don’t get distracted from the 
main task of looking to Jesus, of worship and love and proclamation of the gospel. In your 
commanding the false teachers, do not end up preaching a different gospel that comes from 
an anxious and troubled conscience. Get on with the mission and with prayer. Don’t swerve 
from the goal which is Christ.  
 
It was good to be at Assembly and see that this was the case with Hedley and Lulu as they 
presented their proposal on marriage. They did so with such gentleness and boldness, 
responding to questions that clearly sought to attack rather than understand.  
 
The primary way to defend the truth of the gospel is to receive Jesus in your own heart, to let 
the risen Christ in you bring you contentment; and love for the church and the world. Love 
and truth reside together in Christ and must also in the confessing church.  
 

“I thank him who gives me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me 
faithful, appointing me to his service. Though formerly I was a blasphemer, 
persecutor, and an insolent opponent.” 1 Timothy 1:12  

 
This is Paul’s testimony. Here we have the story of a man who was fundamentally made new 
from the heart by the love of Christ and in his vicarious death on the cross. It has liberated 
him in such a way that he can work hard with a clear conscience even in the face of his 
violent history against the Lord and his people. Here there is no attempt to ‘save face’ 
because He knows that he is without defence. God the Father has judged and condemned him 
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as a sinner in the cross of Christ. However, he can now see the judgement of his past and 
present sin in the past tense, completed in the work of Christ who has judged and justified 
him. He is silenced by the law because he is a sinner but is given a renewed voice back as a 
justified man.  
 
“Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world 
to save sinners—of whom I am the worst.” 1 Timothy 1: 15  
 
Note the present tense of his confession. Paul has freedom to be bold, humble and content in 
the gospel in the presence of Christ, even in the face of his present weakness and lingering 
sin. Do you know that freedom? It is what Jesus has done for you and why the true gospel is 
so important to proclaim, to ourselves as much as it is to others. Paul knows the danger 
fuelled by an anxious, hidden, self-righteous ego that seeks to defend itself rather than 
acknowledge its death in Christ. He now has a new identity which is in Christ and therefore 
has peace even in the diverse church. He is willing to work and wait for that day when he will 
fully see his resurrection in Christ when Jesus returns to establish a new heaven and new 
earth. He is not trying to rebuild what was destroyed but waits for his future. Paul is not in the 
resuscitation game; he is in the substitution game and he has the freedom to be wonderfully 
real about his present holiness and his hope.  
 

“I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The 
life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and  gave 
himself for me.” Galatians 2: 20  

 
So the conversion of hearts is the goal, even our own, in the defence of the gospel. A pure 
heart, a clean conscience, a sincere faith. The conversion from a need to win to a peace and 
contentment as we look to Jesus, the Living Lord of the church.  
 
One temptation of being in a confessing movement is that in practice if not in intent, we may 
move away from this goal. Like the false teacher, we may swerve away from the centre 
which is the living Christ. We find ourselves with an unhealthy craving for controversy, and 
quarrels about words, which produce envy, dissension, slander, evil suspicions, and constant 
friction among people depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, imagining that godliness is 
a means of gain. (1 Timothy 6). Such a spirit is actually a denial of the grace of God and 
ironically exposes the false doctrine within the heart - the very thing he was trying to 
denounce!  
 

“Who is wise and understanding among you? Let them show it by their good life, by 
deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom. But if you harbour bitter envy 
and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such 
“wisdom” does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 
For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil 
practice.  
 
But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, 
considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. 
Peacemakers who sow in peace reap a harvest of righteousness.” James 3:13-18  
 

The truth of God is not a doctrine but a person, the Lord Jesus Christ. It is he who calls us to 
himself, to fix our eyes on his life, his Lordship as head and defender of the church. It is the 
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risen Christ who now strengthens Paul in humility for the task of living the true doctrine of 
grace that he proclaims. And because he knows this he has amazing freedom to be honest 
about who he is.  
 
So the question is for us. Do we know what and who Paul knew?  
 

“For I am the least of the apostles, and not fit to be called an apostle, because I 
persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His 
grace toward me did not prove vain; but I laboured even more than all of them, yet 
not I, but the grace of God with me.” 1 Corinthians 15: 9-10  

 
Such hope, humility and love is the hallmark of a truly confessing church.  
 
This is how the man with a clear conscience calls upon Timothy to lead the church in a 
theologically diverse church.  
 

Don’t spend all your time arguing but fight the good life of faith and take hold of the 
eternal life to which you were called. (1 Timothy 6:12)  

 
Rev Simon Dent is the Minister of the Word at Coromandel Valley Uniting Church, 
Adelaide. 
	


