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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
A Series on 1 Timothy
TWO FOUNDATIONAL RULES
1 Timothy 1:1-7
INTRODUCTION
Two years ago, one of the Sovereign Grace pastors in our region, Ben Kreps, presented a paper at our Regional Assembly of Elders on “Gospel Culture”. It was his attempt to explain who we are as a family of churches. If you go on the Sovereign Grace Churches website you’ll find a section on our “Seven Shared Values”, which includes things like Reformed doctrine, expository preaching, belief in the continuation of all the gifts of the Spirit, elder-led churches, complementarianism, etc. Those are fundamental distinctives of who we are, what we believe, and how we function within our local churches. 
But as essential as our “Seven Shared Values” are to our identity as a family of churches, they do not adequately capture who we are, what we believe, and how we function within our local churches. Yes, they describe our theological distinctives, but they do not describe our cultural distinctives. They describe our doctrine, but they do not describe how our doctrine shapes our communities. 
J.I. Packer defines “culture” as follows:
“Culture, a word borrowed from sociology, means the public lifestyle that expresses a shared mindset and convictions held in common.” – J.I. Packer
It’s the outward expression of inner beliefs shared within a community. It’s what a community does as a result of what that community believes, and in the history of Sovereign Grace, the way we do things goes far beyond the distinctives in our “Seven Shared Values”. 
That’s why Ben wrote his paper. To go along with our “Seven Shared Values”, he identified “Seven Gospel Culture Values” that have come to characterize Sovereign Grace Churches over the years: Humility, Godliness, Service, Generosity, Gratefulness, Fellowship, and Joy. 
Pastor Tim and I were both very intrigued by this language of “Gospel Culture”, and we started thinking about how we could reinforce those values in our church. We led a series of seven prayer meetings in which we prayed for each of these Gospel Culture Values to be cultivated in our church. 
The concept gave birth to Pastor Tim’s analogy that if gospel doctrine is the bread, gospel culture is like its smell. People can smell the bread’s aroma and be attracted to it even before they’ve tasted it for themselves. It’s what visitors and newcomers sense when they first walk in the room and start interacting with a church’s members long before a word is proclaimed from the pulpit. This isn’t meant to minimize the doctrine of a church. It’s meant to magnify it, because it’s the teaching of the church that produces the culture of the church. You can’t have the smell of bread without the bread itself. 
That was two years ago. Since then, our leadership team has celebrated the gospel culture that we enjoy here at Sovereign Grace Church Toronto. We regularly give thanks to God for how we have a church that doesn’t just say it believes in grace. We have a church that shows grace to others. We can say with confidence that the gospel isn’t just a doctrine written on our statement of faith. It’s a reality that characterizes who we are as a community. 
But as we’ve rejoiced in the Gospel Culture that we have, we’ve given increasing thought and prayer to how we can continue cultivating a rich Gospel Culture in our community. One of the ways we’ve thought of doing that is by doing a sermon series on it, but I haven’t sensed that it was the right time. 
That has recently changed because of two developments. The first is the ever increasing and tragic trend of churches having the right theology but the wrong culture. Their doctrine is healthy but their community is sick. There are times when sound doctrine can cure a poisoned culture, but that doesn’t always happen. There may come a point in the life of a church when the culture is too far gone for it to be rescued. 
As your pastor, that is one of the things I fear the most. We may enjoy a healthy Gospel Culture now, but that isn’t a guarantee for the future. If we are to continue as a faithful, gospel-centered church, we can’t rest on our laurels. We can’t assume that what we are is what we will be. Instead, we must continue to strengthen and deepen the ties between our orthodoxy and our orthopraxy, our belief and our practice, by centering our life together on the grace that God has shown to us in Christ. 
The second development has been that I’ve been waiting for a book that would help me develop some of these ideas about Gospel Culture. I’ve needed a guide to show me the way forward, because I’m not a pioneer. I don’t want to be. I want to walk down the paths that have been tried and tested by men who are wiser and godlier than me. I finally came across that guide in Ray Ortlund, specifically in his book that is aptly titled, “The Gospel: How the Church Portrays the Beauty of Christ”. It’s a short but riveting book that I encourage everyone to read. 
Ray Ortlund isn’t only an insightful thinker. He is a beautiful writer, and it doesn’t take long to realize that what he loves writing about most is how the gospel ought to shape the life of a church. Here are a couple of my favourite quotes from his book:
“Gospel culture is just as sacred as gospel doctrine, and it must be carefully nurtured and preserved in our churches.” – Ray Ortlund
“When the doctrine is clear and the culture is beautiful, that church will be powerful. But there are no shortcuts to getting there. Without the doctrine, the culture will be weak. Without the culture, the doctrine will seem pointless.” – Ray Ortlund
That leads us to 1 Timothy. I believe that preaching through this letter is one of the best ways we can study Gospel Culture because of the reason why it was written. In Chapter 3, verses 14-15, Paul writes:
“I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, if I delay, you may know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, a pillar and buttress of the truth.” 
Every household has its own culture. Every family has its own way of doing things. The way the members of the family speak to one another. The way the family spends its money, practices hospitality, uses its time. The things that we do reveal the things that we value. Anyone can say that they believe this or that, but what we truly believe is revealed in the culture of our homes.   
1 Timothy 3 says that Christians aren’t only members of our own households. We are members of God’s household.  God himself is our heavenly father and we are his children, members of his household, which means that through us, God desires to show the world what he values. How do we do that? By how we treat one another. By the kind of culture we have. By how we “behave in the household of God”. 
Paul describes God’s household, the church, as “a pillar and buttress of the truth”. What do pillars do? They hold something up. What do buttresses do? They firm something up. And what is it that we are to hold up and firm up? The truth of the gospel. We are to put the truth and power of the gospel on display in the ways that we treat one another, in the ways that we speak to one another, in the ways that we love one another, so that when people look at our community – our little representation of the household of God himself – they would see that the beauty of the gospel.  
That is why I have titled this series “Gospel Culture in God’s Household”. We’re about to begin a journey together that will last several months as we learn to discover and apply what it means to live together as members of God’s household in a way that puts the beauty and power of the gospel on display. My hope and prayer is that this series will further equip us as a church to practice what we preach, to live in a way that is worthy of the gospel, so that people would smell the grace of God on our church before they’ve even had a chance to hear it.  
The title of this message is Two Foundational Rules. My aim today is to show you that Truth and Love are the Foundations of God’s Household
We will have two points today:
(1) The Rule of Truth
(2) The Rule of Love

(1) THE RULE OF TRUTH
The letter that we know as 1 Timothy begins in typical fashion with one of Paul’s greetings. He introduces himself as “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by command of God our Saviour and of Christ Jesus our hope”. He establishes his authority by naming himself “an apostle of Christ Jesus”. An apostle was someone who had seen the risen Christ and was entrusted by him to provide leadership and authoritative teaching in the days of the early church. It is an office in the church that no longer exists. Paul then identifies the source of his apostolic authority by saying it was “by command of God our Saviour and of Christ Jesus our hope”. Paul was a man who knew not only who he was, but why. He was an apostle, not because he passed a test or earned it, but by command of God the Father and God the Son.
Verse 2 reveals that Paul was writing this letter to Timothy, whom he calls his “true child in the faith”. They weren’t just brothers in Christ. They had a father-son relationship. We read about how the two met in Acts 16. It tells us that Timothy was Paul’s hand-picked assistant, a young but godly man who was half-Jew and half-Greek but had become a Christian through the faithful testimony of his mother and grandmother. And while there is no indication in Scripture that Timothy’s father ever became a believer, God provided by bringing Paul into his life. Paul would not only train him for ministry, but care for him as a father. 
Some of Paul’s affection for Timothy is revealed when he calls Christ Jesus “our hope” in verse 1. They’re hoping in Christ together. He also says, “Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord”. In Paul’s other letters, he always says, “Grace and peace to you” or “Grace to you and peace”, but never “Grace, mercy, and peace”. Paul carries Timothy on his heart and wants him to experience all of the blessings that God has for him in Christ. 
Having greeted Timothy with the affection of a father, Paul gets right to business. Remember, the purpose of this letter is to help Timothy teach believers how they ought to behave in the household of God, how to cultivate a culture that holds up the beauty and power of the gospel. And as we can see, the first order of business is the issue of teaching. 
This isn’t the first time Paul has spoken to Timothy about this. In verse 3 he reminds Timothy that this is what he told him when he first left him in Ephesus while Paul went on to Macedonia. He left him there to guard the teaching of the church by charging “certain persons not to teach any different doctrine”. 
It’s remarkable that this would be the reason why this spiritual father-son duo would separate. You might think it would be the for the purpose of church planting, or training up more pastors, or to give Timothy his first pastorate, but no. Paul decided to part ways with his true child in the faith and leave him at Ephesus so that the pure doctrine of this church in Ephesus would be preserved and proclaimed. 
Let’s not miss the obvious but easy to miss point here. This shows us that there was already a body of teaching, a collection of accepted doctrines that were meant to be exclusively taught in New Testament churches. It didn’t matter that the New Testament hadn’t been compiled yet, or that much of it had not yet been written. Orthodoxy had already been defined, and what Paul and others would write down would only come to reflect what was already taught and accepted as sound doctrine in the life of the early church. 
That’s the only way verse 3 makes sense. Timothy could only heed the command to “charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine” if he knew what was different about their doctrine. And the only way he could know what was different about their doctrine was if he knew what sound doctrine was supposed to be. It’s like the process of identifying a counterfeit bill. Knowing what makes a fake bill comes from knowing what makes a real one. In the same way, knowing what makes doctrine fake comes from knowing what makes doctrine true. 
Sound doctrine is essential to life in the church. Always has been, always will be. That’s why Paul begins with it in this letter. He could have begun with all sorts of things like evangelism, or the sacraments, or fellowship, but he doesn’t. Instead, he chooses to begin with the teaching ministry of the church. 
This is what I call the “Rule of Truth”, and it is the first rule in God’s household. This rule maintains that we must teach only what conforms to sound doctrine, which means that we must teach only what conforms to the Holy Scriptures, because that’s how truth has been passed down to us. Churches and their pastors are to teach what is true, and what is true is found in the Scriptures. We must not teach what contradicts the Scriptures. Our life as a church depends on it. 
Paul goes on to forbid another form of teaching in verse 4, where he forbids teaching he describes as “myths and endless genealogies, which promote speculations rather than the stewardship from God that is by faith”. If verse 3 addressed unbiblical teaching, then verse 4 addresses extra-biblical teaching.  
Extra-biblical teaching doesn’t conflict with sound doctrine like unbiblical teaching does, and yet Paul makes it clear that it’s not to be taught in our churches all the same. Why is that? Because it goes above and beyond what God has revealed. Paul calls what God has revealed “the stewardship from God that is by faith”. “Stewardship” involves being entrusted with caring for something on behalf of someone else. If you babysit my kids, you’re acting as my steward because you’re caring for my kids on my behalf. We are stewards of God’s truth. God has entrusted truth to us to care for on his behalf, and we are to respond to that truth by faith. If we go beyond that truth, we’ve left the realm of “stewardship” and entered what Paul calls the realm of “speculation”. 
I spend Monday afternoons teaching theology at the Christian high school that’s affiliated with my kids’ school in Newmarket. The kids always come with lots of questions, which I encourage. But after a while, the questions tend to get more and more into the realm of speculation. “Does God love Satan?” “What would have happened if Eve sinned but Adam didn’t?” “Instead of making humanity male and female, why didn’t God make us all hermaphrodites?” 
Paul tells us in verse 6 that there is such a thing as “vain discussion”. Just because you’re talking about God doesn’t mean that it’s worthwhile. The church isn’t a theology club. My goal as your pastor isn’t to be on the cutting edge of theological innovation. My goal is to conform my teaching to the sound doctrine passed down to us through the ages and preserved for us in the Holy Scriptures. 
That’s the first rule in God’s household. It’s the Rule of Truth. Our teaching must be completely committed to God’s truth as revealed in the Scriptures.


(2) THE RULE OF LOVE
The second rule in God’s household is equally important, because the teaching of the church is meant not only to be faithful, but fruitful, and the best fruit it produces is love. This leads to our second point: The Rule of Love. 
After instructing Timothy to charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine or speculative doctrine, he reveals the ultimate goal of this command in verse 5: “The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” That’s Paul’s aim here. That’s the ultimate reason why he wants Timothy to stop people from teaching what is false or speculative. Paul wants the church to be a community that is characterized by love – love for God, and love for neighbour – and he knows that the only way that’s possible is for the church to be committed to God’s truth. 
Love is the cardinal Christian virtue. Paul said as much in 1 Corinthians 13:13 when he said, 
“So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love.” 
He said it again in Colossians 3 when he instructed the church to be compassionate, kind, humble, meek, and patient. But then he says,
“…above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony” (Col. 3:12-14). 
We shouldn’t be surprised that Paul gives primacy to love. Jesus himself said that all the Law and the Prophets was summarized in the commands to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” and to “love your neighbour as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-40). Paul’s saying the same thing here. He’s saying “the aim of our charge” to stop false teaching, to promote sound doctrine, and to guard the office of teacher in the church is love. 
What does that mean, for a community to be characterized by love? The culture around us might say this means accepting and affirming every lifestyle without making any moral judgments, but that’s not biblical love. Biblical love isn’t worldly love. As verse 5 puts it, it’s a live that issues from a “pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith”. Let’s consider these three things one at a time. 
First, the “pure heart”. Tim Keller writes that,
“The heart is used as a metaphor for the seat of our most basic orientation, our deepest commitments…The direction of the heart, then, controls everything – our thinking, feeling, and decisions and actions. What we most love we find reasonable, desirable, and doable.” (“The Revolutionary Christian Heart”)
Keller goes on to write that the ancient Greeks and Romans believed that the greatest human struggle was between the mind (which was superior) and the passions, or feelings (which were inferior). The same is true today, except the mind is seen as inferior to the passions. What people feel is more important than what they know. But the Christian conception of the human struggle is radically different. It doesn’t pit the mind against the emotions. It centers the human struggle in the heart. Our problem isn’t between the heart and something else, but between forces that tear our hearts in different directions.
That’s not what we were made for. We were made to love God most of all with a unified heart, but we don’t, because our hearts are tainted. Our sin inclines our hearts away from God and towards lesser things. But the gospel purifies our hearts and unites our affections, directing them heavenward to our Creator rather than earthward to the creature. And when that happens, every other love falls into its proper place. Love of pleasure. Love of family. Love of life. These are good loves, but if we love them too much they will crumble under the weight of our expectations. The only way we can love them properly is by loving God most of all. That’s when life begins to make sense. True love for God and neighbour issues from a pure heart.
Second, the “good conscience”. The conscience is the center of our moral lives. It’s what we use to determine what is right and wrong. When our conscience is bad, we love what is evil and hate what is good. We affirm what is wrong and deny what is right. True love can’t grow out of such twisted beliefs. It must emerge out of a conscience that has been made good by the reorienting power of the gospel. Love requires a “good conscience”. 
This is why a community of love can’t just be a community that accepts all lifestyles and moral choices. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13 that love “does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth”. We can’t love truly if we don’t love what is true. True love issues from a “good conscience”. 
Third, a “sincere faith”, literally an “unhypocritical faith” (Ryken). We can’t truly love if we’re faking it. We can’t truly love if we’re projecting an image of ourselves to others while living a dual life. Love comes from a sincere faith uncompromised by hypocrisy. The example of the Pharisees taught us that religion without grace is a hypocrite-creating factory where everyone’s just trying to keep the rules and be the best at it. A religion of grace, on the other hand, frees us from our hypocrisy because it enables us to stare at the blackness of our sins and not despair, because God has forgiven us through the death of Christ on our behalf. 
These three things form the soil from which true love grows: a “pure heart”, a “good conscience”, and a “sincere faith”. These are the things we need to be and increasingly become a loving community. And the only way we can get these things is through the true doctrine of the Scriptures that finds its summation in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Philip Ryken puts it this way in his commentary:  
“Wherever doctrine is the purest, love must be the highest.” - Ryken
We cannot take this essential relationship between truth and love for granted. It’s no guarantee that our doctrine will be pure and our love the distinguishing mark of our community. After all, it didn’t happen for the church at Ephesus. It didn’t matter that they had a gifted young pastor named Timothy to guard their doctrine and increase their love. In just a few years, they would fail. 
We know this because of what the risen Christ says in Revelation 2 in his first letter to the seven churches, which was written to the church at Ephesus. Jesus commends them for holding to the Rule of Truth. He wrote,
“I know…how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be false.” (2:2)
But then he wrote,
“But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you had at first.” (2:4)
Do you see how twisted our sinful hearts can be, that we can love doctrine but not Christ? That we can be fully committed to principles but not committed to people? If we are to be a faithful church, we must value truth and love equally. We must believe with all our hearts that true love only comes from true doctrine, and that true doctrine must produce true love to appear worthy of belief. To quote Ray Ortlund once again,
“Without the doctrine, the culture will be weak. Without the culture, the doctrine will seem pointless.”
These two rules – the Rule of Truth, and the Rule of Love – form the bedrock of what it means to live in the household of God. Together, they serve as the foundation for cultivating and deepening a gospel culture, so that our church may serve the Lord as “a pillar and buttress of the truth”, putting the gospel in all its beauty on display by our words and our actions, by our truth and our love, that many would come to worship our God. 
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CONCLUSION
Let me end with two practical suggestions for how we can cultivate both the Rule of Truth, and the Rule of Love in our church. 
First, I would encourage you to read a comprehensive and reliable book on Christian theology. Don’t just leave it to your pastors to discern what is true and false. Develop that ability for yourselves, so that together, as a community, we can guard sound doctrine in our church and identify what is false. One of our main roles as pastors is to guard our flock from false teaching, but that gets a little easier if the sheep have some teeth to fight back at the wolves themselves. 
The best book on this is Wayne Grudem’s Systematic Theology. I would also recommend the shorter version edited by Jeff Purswell. 
Second, I would encourage you to bring an intentional desire to deepen in your love for God and neighbour whenever you open up your Bible. When you’re reading in your own private devotions, remember that “The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith”. Pray for that. Pray that your time of private worship would deepen your love for God and his people. 
When you’re having a debate with a fellow Christian about the five points of Calvinism, or the doctrine of Scripture, or about any other theological issue you feel passionate about, remember that “The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith”. No one should be trying to win an argument. We should be trying to win the person, not the debate. May our discussions with others deepen our love for Christ and the love that others have for him as well.
And when you’re here at church for corporate worship, preparing your hearts to sing the songs and sit under the preaching of God’s Word, remember that “The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith”. Don’t come here to listen to good music. Don’t even come here to listen to me preach. Come here to deepen your love for the Saviour and for those He has come to save. That’s how gospel culture is formed. That’s how faithful churches are built. 

