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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
A Series on 1 Timothy
LAYING DOWN THE LAW
1 Timothy 1:5-11
INTRODUCTION
Today we continue our series in 1 Timothy called “Gospel Culture in God’s Household”. Culture, as we saw last week, is 
“Culture…means the public lifestyle that expresses a shared mindset and convictions held in common” (J. I. Packer). 
Every community has its own culture. It could be a community as large as a nation or as small as a household. It could be an ethnic community that centers around a common history and language, or it could be a virtual community that centers around a video game. Whatever it is, every community has its own culture. 
The power of culture is that it reveals what a community values and believes even if they’re never articulated. If you ever find yourself in a room full of lawyers, I guarantee that it won’t take long for you to discover what they value: their careers, and their reputations. That’s a general statement that of course has its exceptions, but in my experience in the legal world, that’s the overwhelming sentiment. Lawyers won’t outright say that this is the case, but if you just listen to what they talk about – who their heroes are, what were their best and worst moments in life, what events are they most proud of – it becomes crystal clear that, for the vast majority of members in the legal community, who they are is defined by what they’ve done. 
The question for us as a community of Christians is, when people observe our lives and listen to our conversations, what do they conclude about what we value? Do we seem like the rest of the world, except we sing songs and read a lot of the Bible, or is there something different about us? 
There ought to be something radically different about us, because we aren’t just a religious community. We are a community of sinners that has been powerfully transformed by the gospel, and that is meant to have a profound impact on how we live, how we treat one another, and how we speak about one another. It’s meant to have a profound impact on our church culture, so that even before someone has heard the gospel, they would know with crystal clear certainty that we’re not people who live for our own good, but for the good of others. We’re not people who find our hope in this life, but in another life to come. We’re not interested in bringing glory to ourselves, but in bringing glory to the God who saved us. 
That’s what this series is about. It’s about creating a gospel culture in God’s household, because as 1 Timothy 3:15 puts it, this letter is all about, 
“…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”. 
That’s an amazing description of the church. We are “the household of God”. How we live in community with one another isn’t only meant to reveal what we value. It’s meant to reveal what God values. This is God’s household. He is our Father, and as our Father, he has the authority to set the parameters for how we behave in his household. He sets the tone for our culture, not us, and the kind of culture he wants in his household is one that is gospel centered. 
That’s not easy. In fact, it’s impossible apart from the supernatural work of God. God himself is needed to put his culture into his church, and he shows us how he wants to do that in 1 Timothy. 
We saw last Sunday that there are two foundational rules in God’s household: The Rule of Truth, and the Rule of Love. We are to teach sound doctrine (the Rule of Truth) with the aim of increasing our love for God and neighbour (the Rule of Love). Today, we’re going to see that the next building block that we need to cultivate a gospel culture is a right understanding of the Law, or what the Jews called the Torah, which were the first five books of the Old Testament. This is a crucial issue that lies at the heart of what it means to enjoy a gospel culture in God’s household. 
The title of this sermon is Laying Down the Law. My aim today is to show you that Believers Need to Lay Down the Law. Unbelievers Need the Law Laid Down on Them.  
We will have three points today:
1. The Law’s Danger
2. The Law’s Purpose
3. The Law’s Fulfillment

(1) THE LAW’S DANGER
Remember the context. Paul is instructing Timothy, his “true child in the faith”, on how to pastor the church at Ephesus. The two men were close, as close as a father and son. They travelled together. Preached the gospel together. Suffered persecution together. That changed when Paul left Timothy in Ephesus and continued on to Macedonia. The reason? Verse 3: So that Timothy could “charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine”. False teaching was spreading in this little church that Paul started. Paul wanted it to stop, so he left his young protégé to deal with it. 
The issue for Paul wasn’t just the presence of false teaching. It was what the false teaching was doing. It was keeping the church from growing in the thing that mattered most. Love. In verse 5, Paul writes, “The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart, and a good conscience, and a sincere faith.” Love is to be the defining characteristic of gospel culture in God’s household, not just a sentimental love that comes and goes, but a steadfast, self-sacrificing love rooted in the sound doctrine of the gospel. 
That’s one of the reasons why false teaching is so dangerous. It undermines the distinctly Christian character of the church, which is meant to be love. 
But what were these false teachers teaching? The answer is found in verses 6-7, where Paul says, “Certain persons, by swerving from these (that is, the truth of the gospel and the love that issues from it), have wandered away into vain discussion, desiring to be teachers of the law…” 
They were teaching “the law”, a term that refers to the first five books of the Old Testament. They’re collectively called “the law” because they contain a lot of rules about civil life in the nation of Israel, private life as individuals in that nation, and ceremonial life as a religious people. The essence of these laws is captured in what we know as the Ten Commandments. 
But that raises a further question: If these people are teaching the law, and the law was part of the Christian Scriptures, why would Paul call it “different doctrine” in verse 3, and “vain discussion” in verse 6? Aren’t they teaching what they’re supposed to be teaching? The answer is yes and no. Yes, because the law is part of the Christian Scriptures, but no, because they were teaching the law in the wrong way. And when the law is taught in the wrong way, the church falls apart. 
The law is like a hammer. It can either build up or tear down. It all depends on how you use it. 
Paul implies that these teachers were using the law in the wrong way in verse 8. He writes, “Now we know that the law is good, if one uses it lawfully”. He then explains what that is. But the reason why he talks about the lawful use of the law is because these false teachers were engaged in the unlawful use of the law. 
What did that look like? It looked like law without gospel, rules without Christ. According to them, the law was meant to be the central feature of life in the church, just like it was for the Jews. To them, there was no practical difference between the Christian life and the Jewish life: study the law, obey the law, be rewarded according to the law.  
This is what’s known as legalism, and it’s what most people outside of the church think the church is all about. It’s about keeping rules. It’s about doing religious things. It’s about building up enough good works in our bank accounts with God so that we can earn his favour. But Paul says that’s not what the church is about. That’s false teaching. That’s the wrong way of looking at the law, and it’s dangerous to the life of the church. 
Why is it dangerous? Because it is utterly unable to fulfill the aim of Paul’s charge, which is love. Love is meant to be the distinguishing characteristic of Christian communities, but the law can’t create that. The law can’t produce the kinds of people who love from a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith. Those are things inside a person, but the law can’t touch a person’s heart. The law can’t cleanse a person’s conscience or give them a sincere faith. The law only shows a man what he must become, but it gives him no power to become it. 
So if a church spends all its time on the law – do this, don’t do this, do this on this day, but don’t do this on this day – it’s never going to become a community of love. The church was meant to be built upon one foundation: the foundation of Christ and him crucified. Every other foundation, including a foundation built on the law, will ultimately result in disaster. 
That is why we must spend ourselves on the gospel, building our church on the gospel, because unlike the law, the gospel does have power to reach into our souls and purify our hearts. It has the power to make us new men and new women who not only desire to obey God’s law, but have the law written on our hearts. It transforms us into the kinds of people who obey the law because we want to, not because we have to.  
At this point, many of you are probably thinking, “Good thing I’m not a legalist”, or “Thank God our church isn’t legalistic”, but are you sure about that? “Let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12), especially when it comes to legalism. In his book The Whole Christ, Sinclair Ferguson writes,
“[L]egalism is a much more subtle reality than we tend to assume… it is a primary, if not the ultimate, pastoral problem.” 
How could that be? Isn’t it just as simple as, churches that talk about rules all the time are legalistic, and churches that talk about the gospel all the time aren’t? No. Here’s Ferguson’s definition of legalism:
“Legalism is simply separating the law of God from the person of God”
Ferguson illustrates this by what happened in the Garden of Eden. God gave Adam and Eve one rule: “Do not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil”. That was it. In a world of vast permission, they had one prohibition. Don’t eat from this one tree. Why didn’t Adam and Eve obey it? Was it because the fruit looked too tasty to resist? Was it because Satan was just too cunning? No, it was ultimately because when they considered God’s command, they lost sight of God’s heart.  
The snake tried all sorts of strategies to lead Adam and Eve into sin. He challenged the clarity of God’s Word (“Did God actually say…?”). He challenged the authority of God’s Word (“You will not surely die.”). But the final nail in the coffin was a challenge to the goodness of God’s Word (“God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God”). 
That’s the essence of legalism. It’s believing the lie that God gives his law not to protect us, bless us, and increase our joy, but to deprive us and hold us back. It’s the belief that we could be so much happier, so much closer to our full potential, if we were free of his commands. Legalism is separating the law of God from the person of God. When we consider his law and his person together, we know that the law is good. We can say with the Psalmist that “The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul” because we know that God is good, gracious, and loving. But when we don’t consider them together, when we only see the “naked law” rather than hearing it from the lips of our generous and loving Father, we’ve fallen into legalism. Calvin puts it this way:
“…they who depart from the gospel, do not adhere to the spirit of the law, but merely pursue its shadow.”
Legalism is what makes us obey God not with joyful submission, but with a complaint and a grumble. Legalism is what makes us fantasize about what life would be like if we could do whatever we wanted. Legalism is what makes us read God’s Word and think, “I wish that weren’t in my Bible”. Legalism is what ultimately makes scores of people leave the church, and leave their faith behind, because they want to do what they want and not what God wants. 
Legalism is a much more subtle reality than we tend to assume, and it is far more dangerous than we tend to realize, because it is utterly unable to produce the love that is meant to characterize a genuine Christian community. Gospel culture is impossible apart from a right understanding and application of the law in the life of the church. 

(2) THE LAW’S PURPOSE
So if that’s the unlawful use of the law, what is its lawful use? If that’s the wrong way of applying the law, what’s the right way? We won’t understand how to properly apply the law in the church if we don’t know what it’s for. This leads us to our second point: The Law’s Purpose.
Paul knows that his argument in verses 6-7 could easily be misunderstood. His readers could interpret him as saying that the law is irrelevant, useless, or even evil because of all the warnings he’s given about using the law in the church. That’s why he wrote verses 8-11. He wants to clarify that the law is good, provided that one uses it lawfully.
What is the lawful use of the law? Paul explains in verse 9: “the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient”. What does this mean? Paul is clearing saying that the law is for one group and not another. It’s for “the lawless and disobedient” and not for “the just”. But who are “the just”, and who are “the lawless and disobedient”? 
One possible interpretation is that all of us, including faithful Christians gathered together in local churches, are “the lawless and disobedient”, because we’re all sinners. None of us are just. All of us are lawless and disobedient, which would mean that the law is for all of us. But that doesn’t fit the context. Paul has just been arguing that the law shouldn’t have the prominence in the church that the false teachers want it to have. If faithful Christians fell in the category of “the lawless and disobedient”, then it would follow that we need more of the law, not less. This can’t be what Paul means. 
It’s fairly clear, then, that what Paul means is that the law is primarily for unbelievers and not believers. Believers are “the just”, not only because we have been justified, declared righteous, through faith in Jesus Christ, but because through that same faith, we have been transformed into people who want to become just. We want to do what is just to honour the One who justified us. 
This isn’t something new. Paul consistently teaches across his many letters that Christ has changed the way that Christians relate to the law. Galatians 3:23-26 says,
Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed. So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian, for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith.
Similarly, Romans 7:6 says,
But now we are released from the law, having died to that which held us captive, so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written code.
If you’re a Christian, the law isn’t for you. It was for you, before you came to Christ, but today, if you’re united with Christ by faith, it’s not for you anymore. That doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t read the Ten Commandments, or that we can’t learn from the book of Leviticus. We obviously can. But the way that we read it and learn from it will be radically different, because in Christ, we serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written code. 
Those who are apart from Christ, however, are not free from the law. They are still under its captivity. This doesn’t just apply to Jewish people who acknowledge the law as binding and authoritative. It applies to everyone who has not been reconciled to God through Christ. That’s why Paul doesn’t say that the law is for the Jews. It is for all who are “lawless and disobedient”. 
This is something we desperately need to hear, because this isn’t typically how we use the law. Most of us probably have that non-Christian friend who’s clearly doing something wrong, but we choose not to say anything. Why? Because they’re not Christians. We reason in our minds that we can’t expect non-Christians to live under the same moral standards as us because they’re not Christians. They don’t believe what we believe. Besides, we don’t want to seem like the “moral police”. We want to give them grace, not law. If they ever become Christians, then we’ll give them law, but not before. 
That’s the opposite of what Paul is saying in these verses. We say that the law is for believers, not unbelievers. Paul says that the law is for unbelievers, not believers. Clearly one of us is wrong, and if we believe that this is not only Paul’s word, but God’s authoritative, unchanging word, then we must admit that we’re wrong. 
I understand the impulse behind giving unbelievers grace and not law. It’s hard, and on one level, it doesn’t seem to make sense. One popular Canadian pastor and author put it this way:
“Why would we expect people who don’t profess to be Christians to:
Wait until marriage to have sex?
Clean up their language?
Stop smoking weed?
Be faithful to one person for life?
Pass laws like the entire nation was Christian?
Seriously? Why? Most people today are not pretending to be Christians. So why would they adopt Christian values or morals?”
The answer is because God expects them to. God doesn’t have one moral standard for Christians and another for non-Christians. He has one moral standard for all, Christian or not, and he wants all of us to know what that standard is and to live by it. 
Intuitively, I think many of us know this. If you had a non-Christian friend who was a compulsive liar, I’m pretty sure you’d say something. You’d tell them that what they were doing was wrong. Or if your friend started talking about how they wanted to murder someone, you wouldn’t be thinking, “I’m not going to say anything because he’s not a Christian, and it wouldn’t be fair to hold him to a Christian standard.” You would say something. You wouldn’t just say, “Well, it’s illegal and you’ll go to jail for a long time if you get caught.” You’d say, “That’s wrong. That’s evil. You can’t do that.”  
The issue then, isn’t that we’re afraid of talking about morality with our unbelieving friends. The issue is that we’re afraid to talk about certain categories of morality, and the one area we are most hesitant to talk about is sexuality. Sexuality is the “sacred cow” of our time. It doesn’t matter if you’re talking about sex outside marriage or same-sex marriage. Talking about people’s personal sexual choices is seen as not only off-limits, but offensive.
But can’t we just talk about some moral issues and not others? The easy ones, rather than the hard ones? Paul doesn’t leave us that option. In verses 9-10 he runs through a list of sins that includes profanity, parental abuse, murder, sexual immorality, homosexuality, slavery, and lying. It’s a list that somewhat parallels the Ten Commandments. 
· “Unholy” likely refers to breaking the first two commandments regarding worship. 
· “Profane” refers to taking the Lord’s name in vain as prohibited by the third commandment. 
· “Strike their fathers and mothers” refers to the fifth commandment to honor your father and mother. 
· “Murderers” refers to the sixth commandment. 
· “Sexual immorality” refers to the seventh commandment. 
· “Enslavers” (that is, those who take someone captive in order to sell him into slavery) refers to the eighth commandment to not steal. 
· “Liars” and “perjurers” refers to the ninth commandment to not bear false witness. 
Paul’s point here is that the entire law, not just some of it, is for the lawless and disobedient. Not just murder and lying, but sexuality. Honouring parents. Godly speech. Everything God requires of Christians, he requires of non-Christians as well. 
You might say, “What’s the point in giving non-Christians law when they’re powerless to keep it?” That’s not quite true. Non-Christians may be powerless to keep it perfectly, but that doesn’t mean that they can’t keep it at all. They may not be able to refrain from angry towards their brother, but they can refrain from murdering them. Part of the law’s function is to restrain evil, and it does that by telling people what God commands and what the consequences are of breaking those commands.  
But the other thing we must realize is that being powerless to keep the law is precisely the point of the law. The law reveals sin by acting like a mirror that allows us to see just how sinful we are. If we don’t do that for the unbelieving world, how will they be convicted of their sin? How will they know of their need for a Saviour? Have we fallen into the trap of busying ourselves with giving them grace without explaining why they need grace in the first place? The world needs the law in order to know that it needs a Saviour. 

(3) THE LAW’S FULFILLMENT
Lastly, and briefly: The Law’s Fulfillment. 
Paul ends his list of lawless and disobedient categories of people who need the law with this curious statement: “and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine”. The law is for murderers and liars, and for those who do “whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine”. This is interesting, because up to this point, Paul has been contrasting sound doctrine with the law. He’s been saying, “If you teach the law in the wrong way, you’re teaching a different doctrine, an unsound doctrine. But here, he’s saying that the things that are contrary to the law are also contrary to sound doctrine. Sound doctrine agrees that it is wrong to be unholy and profane, to strike your father and mother, to murder, etc. There is no opposition between sound doctrine and the law. They’re consistent with one another. Friends, not foes. 
This shows us that Paul’s concern was never with the law per se. It was with how the law was being taught in the church. For the Christian, there’s a way of reading, understanding, and applying the law that is not contrary to sound doctrine, but rather flows out of it.
Paul shows us how to do that in verse 11 where he writes, “in accordance with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God with which I have been entrusted.” In other words, Christians are to read, understand, and apply the law through a gospel framework. Without a gospel framework, we can respond to the law in one of two ways. We could think, “This is what I have to do. I’m going to do it.” Or we could think, “I could never do that. I’m hopeless.” The gospel gives us a better way of reading the law. Because of Christ, we can look at the law and say, “Christ died for my failure to uphold the law. Christ has satisfied the requirements of the law on my behalf. And now, Christ gives me the strength to obey the law.” 
The wonderful thing about this is that we can pursue obedience to the law without fear of condemnation. God will never condemn us for our failures to uphold the law, because Christ has borne our condemnation for us. We are free from its demands, so that now we don’t obey because we have to, but because we want to.  

CONCLUSION
I close with a word of application for the parents of young children. In recent years there have been so many helpful resources on gospel-centered parenting. These resources have been a tremendous blessing to Nina and me personally, as I’m sure they have been for you. We don’t just want to change behaviour. We want to change hearts, and the only way we can do that is through the gospel. 
But my concern here is that we can start giving our children too much gospel and not enough law. If anyone is “lawless and disobedient”, it’s our children. The law is for them. I think that’s one of the reasons why both the Heidelberg Catechism and the Westminster Catechism include careful and thorough explanations of the Ten Commandments. The regular practice in those times would have been for children to be catechized, and the creators of those catechisms knew that what children needed was the law. 
Our children need the law. They need it to teach them to respect authority. They need it to teach them to fear the Lord. They need it to reveal their sin to them so that they would know that they need Jesus. That’s what the law is for, so that the “lawless and disobedient” might know the love of Christ and desire to conform their lives to his will. 
We aren’t doing our children any favours by withholding the law from them. On the contrary, we’re doing them a massive disservice. The Scriptures have told us that the law was lain down for them, so let’s be faithful to that. 
You might be wondering where to start. Start with where God starts: the fifth commandment. “Honour your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God is giving you.” Or as Paul puts it in Ephesians 6, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.” 
This command ought to be on our lips and in their hearts every single day. Honour your parents, Obey your mother and father. Submit to your parents’ authority. That may seem harsh and legalistic, and it certainly could become that, but that doesn’t have to be the case. Remember, legalism isn’t just talking about the law. It’s separating the law of God from the person of God. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]That’s not easy, because we’re all legalists at heart, at least to some degree. That’s why we need two things. First, a vibrant spiritual life. Legalists are going to create more legalists. You need to be transformed daily by the grace of God to communicate that grace to others. Second, you need counsellors. I’m not talking about the people who come up when you google for parenting advice. I’m talking about the wise, godly people around you. We are blessed to have several older couples who have raised children to adulthood. They’ve seen it all. They’ve accumulated much wisdom. Ask them to share their experiences with you. Ask them to give you input. 
If we’re going to cultivate a healthy gospel culture in our church, we need to stop using the law unlawfully, and start using the law lawfully. And by God’s grace, we will do so with the help of the One who gave us the law for our good, and for his glory. 


