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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
THE HEART OF GOSPEL CULTURE
1 Timothy 1:12-17
INTRODUCTION
In about two weeks, I’ll be flying down to Orlando to attend our annual Sovereign Grace Pastors’ Conference. It will be my sixth consecutive year at this conference. Every year, I make it a priority to attend this conference, because it has played a crucial role in shaping who I am and how I function, not just as a pastor, but as a Christian. 
One of the sermons I remember vividly was a sermon that C.J. Mahaney preached in 2016 on Psalm 126. I took home many lessons from that sermon, but the most significant was CJ’s reminder to us to “Never lose the awe of your own conversion.” It doesn’t matter if you grew up in a non-Christian or Christian household. All of us needed to be converted, because all of us were dead in our trespasses and sins and needed to be raised to new life in Christ. If you’re a Christian, nothing is more glorious than the simple truth that you are a Christian. 
Since that sermon three years ago, I have made it a regular habit of thanking God for my conversion. I spend some time reflecting on who I was before I came to Christ: a proud, selfish, disrespectful young man who craved the approval of the world. And then I spend some time reflecting on the glorious reality that Jesus died for me. He died for me when I was living for the world. He purchased me when I was a willing slave to sin. He loved me when I was his hateful enemy. 
I have found that, when I make it a habit of remembering my conversion, something marvelous happens in my soul. I show more grace to those around me. I experience the comfort of God’s love. And I respond to God with more joyful expressions of worship. 
That’s what our text today is all about. The Apostle Paul has opened his first letter to Timothy with instructions on what it takes to build a gospel culture in God’s household, which is the church, and here in verses 12-17, he gets to the heart of it all: the heart of gospel culture is nothing less than the gospel itself.  
The wonderful thing about our text today is that Paul doesn’t just explain the gospel as a set of propositions. He explains the gospel in the context of his own life. He tells his testimony, because to him, the gospel wasn’t just a theological idea. It was a transformative reality, a saving message of grace that changed him into a completely new man. 
The title of this sermon is The Heart of Gospel Culture. My aim today is to show you that The More We Know Our Sin, The More We Know Our Saviour. 
We will have three points today:
(1) Jesus Saves Sinners
(2) Jesus Transforms Sinners
(3) Jesus Sends Sinners
(1) JESUS SAVES SINNERS
The context is that Paul has just been explaining the right use of the law in verses 8-11. He explained that the law’s primary function is no longer to guide the Christian. It’s to convict and restrain the non-Christian. Now that Christ has come, the center of our faith is no longer the law, like it was for the Jews before Christ. The center of our faith is the gospel. The gospel has completely redefined how the Christian lives, not under the old way of the written code, but under the new way of the Spirit. That doesn’t mean that the law is irrelevant to the Christian life. It’s not. But the law has ceased to function as an end in itself. Instead, it’s a means to the greater end of pointing us to Christ, so that we would trust in him for salvation and find strength to follow God’s will. 
This is why Paul ends his reflections on the law with a statement about the gospel in verse 11. The law is now to be understood and applied “in accordance with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God with which I have been entrusted.” 
For Paul, the gospel was the glorious revelation about the “blessed God”, the God who pours out his blessings freely on those who are united to Christ by faith. And he was deeply aware that this gospel, the gospel of the glory of the blessed God, had been entrusted to him. 
That leads to our text today in verses 12-17. These verses contain a personal and profoundly beautiful reflection on how Paul came to be transformed by the gospel, and how Paul came to be entrusted with the gospel. Two main themes run through these verses. 
The first is the person of Jesus Christ himself. Notice that, since Paul opened his letter with his greeting in verses 1-2, he hasn’t referred to Jesus at all in verses 3-11. There’s a lot about the concepts of sound doctrine, and love, and the law, but nothing about Jesus. That’s because Paul has been busy giving Timothy instruction. “This is what you should do. This is how you should do it.” 
But now that Paul is about to re-tell his testimony of conversion, he makes it absolutely clear that it’s all about Jesus. 
· Verse 12: “I thank him who has given me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord”
· Verse 14: “the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus”
· Verse 15: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.”
· Verse 16: “But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience”
Jesus was and continues to be the main character in Paul’s story of salvation, just like he is in ours. We didn’t save ourselves. Christ was the one who saved us, and yet so many of us miss this obvious but crucial point. That’s made clear whenever people share their testimonies. They tell it as if they’re the hero of the story. “I was running away from God, but then I realized that I wasn’t happy, so I went to this Christian conference and listened to the gospel and accepted Jesus into my heart.” That’s not how you were saved. You weren’t saved because of all the things you did to get Jesus into your heart. You were saved because of all the things God did to get Jesus into your heart. 
Two weeks ago, I was at our Gospel Coalition Canada Council meetings in Montreal. One of the things we did was we asked our three newest Council members to share their testimonies of conversion. In response, one of these men said, “I’ll begin my testimony the same way I teach my church to begin their testimonies: I was predestined before the foundation of the world.” It was a mic drop moment that made us all laugh and shout out, “Amen!”
God is the one who saves us. He predestines us, calls us, regenerates us, justifies us, sanctifies us, and glorifies us. Yes, God uses means to save us, such as friends, families, and churches. For Timothy it was his grandmother Lois and his mother Eunice. For Paul, it was a blinding encounter with the Lord Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus. But those are just the means. They’re not the cause. If we focus on the means it’s like focusing on the tools rather than the builder who wields them. None of us are saved because our friend shared the gospel with us, or we accepted Jesus into our hearts. We’re saved because Jesus Christ reached down into the darkness of our lives and pulled us into the light of his grace. Jesus is the hero of our stories. Jesus is the cause of our conversions. That’s the first theme in these verses. 
The second theme is Paul’s sinfulness, starting in verse 13: “formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent.” Paul doesn’t want us to forget who he was before Jesus saved him, because he certainly hasn’t. He was a “blasphemer”, a man who spoke irreverent, false things about God. How could that be? He was a devoutly religious Jew, a worshipper of the one true living God as revealed in the Jewish Scriptures, and yet, he calls himself a “blasphemer”. Why? Because of the things he said about Jesus Christ. In John 5:23, Jesus himself said,
“Whoever does not honour the Son does not honour the Father who sent him.” 
Paul had come to realize that it didn’t matter how pious he was towards the God of Israel. If he spoke a single word against God’s Son, Jesus Christ, he was a blasphemer. 
Next, he calls himself a “persecutor and insolent opponent”. As a persecutor, he’s describing what he did. He tried to destroy the church. As an insolent opponent, he’s describing his attitude. He was violent and aggressive. He made it his life’s mission to make Christianity disappear from the planet, not just through arguments and debates, but through violence and aggression. Paul describes this himself in Acts 26:9-11:
“I myself was convinced that I ought to do many things in opposing the name of Jesus of Nazareth. And I did so in Jerusalem. I not only locked up many of the saints in prison after receiving authority from the chief priests, but when they were put to death I cast my vote against them. 
And I punished them often in all the synagogues and tried to make them blaspheme, and in raging fury against them I persecuted them even to foreign cities.”
That’s who Paul was before Jesus saved him. He was the furthest thing from a Christian that you or I could imagine, an enemy of the cross in both thought and deed. 
Paul summarizes this in verse 15 when he calls himself the “foremost” of sinners, literally “the first” of sinners. If there were a contest for who was the worst sinner in the world, Paul’s saying that he would take first place. In his own mind, no one’s worse than him. He’s as bad as they come. 
Notice that he’s not just talking about who he used to be. He’s talking about who he continues to be. He doesn’t say, “I was the foremost”. He says, “I am the foremost”. He’s speaking in the present tense. Is he a new creation in Christ? Yes. Are his sins washed as white as snow? Absolutely. But in Paul’s mind, that doesn’t change his perception of himself as a sinner, a man who is still inclined to evil and rebellion against God. He knows that he is still capable of grievous sin. If he did it once, he could do it again, which is why he so desperately needs Christ. That’s the second theme. It’s Paul’s sinfulness. 
Now if we were to leave here and believe that’s all these verses are about, we would have missed the point, because these verses aren’t just about Paul. They’re about us. Paul makes that clear in verse 15, where he doesn’t just say “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost”. He also says, “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance”. 
When Paul said, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost”, he wasn’t creating something new. He was quoting something old. This was a saying in the early church, likely from a creed, or catechism, or hymn. Christians everywhere were using this phrase. They were rehearsing the gospel – “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” – and then applying it to themselves – “of whom I am the foremost.” 
What Paul’s doing in verse 15 is he’s endorsing the saying by applying it to himself, and by calling it “trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance”. He’s saying, “Do you want to know what’s a good motto for the Christian faith? ‘I am the foremost of sinners.’” He wants us to use this phrase for ourselves. He wants us to believe, “I’m the worst sinner I know.” He wants us to be able to walk into a room full of people and believe that, “No one’s a bigger sinner in this room than me.” 
How do we do that? How can we say that we’re the worst sinner when we don’t know how sinful other people are? The answer is that this isn’t a matter of mathematical precision. It’s a matter of the attitude of your heart. John Stott helpfully writes the following:
“For [Paul] had not investigated the sinful and criminal records of all the inhabitants of the world, carefully compared himself with them, and concluded that he was worse than them all. The truth is rather that when we are convicted of sin by the Holy Spirit, an immediate result is that we give up all such comparisons. 
Paul was so vividly aware of his own sins that he could not conceive that anybody could be worse. It is the language of every sinner whose conscience has been awakened and disturbed by the Holy Spirit.” 
This isn’t about knowing other people’s sins. It’s about knowing your own, and being so convicted by it that you can honestly say, “I am the foremost.” 
These verses are about us, about how each of us is meant to perceive ourselves in comparison to others. Each of us is meant to believe that we are the foremost, but if we leave today only with that, we would have also missed the point, because the saying isn’t just about our sin. It’s about our Saviour. It’s not just “I am the foremost of sinners”. It’s “Christ Jesus came into the world to save the foremost of sinners”. 
And so, when we walk into a room and remind ourselves that we’re the worst sinner in the room, the point isn’t just to put ourselves down. The point is to be lifted up in worship, because Jesus Christ has come into the world to save us. The Son of God himself has come into our broken world to save us by dying in our place on the cross, so that everyone who trusts him as Lord and Saviour can be saved from God’s judgment and transferred to the Kingdom of his Beloved Son. 

(2) JESUS TRANSFORMS SINNERS
Jesus saves sinners, and the glorious reality is that no sinner is beyond the reach of his grace. It doesn’t matter if you’re a first-place sinner. The reason why Jesus came into the world was to save first-place sinners like you and me. But what does Jesus do with these saved sinners? This leads to our second point: Jesus Transforms Sinners. 
Notice the contrast between verses 13 and 14. In verse 13, Paul says that he was a “blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent”. He was an angry man who was full of hatred. Luke describes him in Acts 9:1 as a man who was “breathing threats and murder” against Christians. His hatred had so consumed him that it had become his life. His purpose in life was to see Christians die. One commentary describes him as follows: 
“He was a religious predator…a callous, pious, self-righteous, bigoted murderer hell-bent on a full-scale inquisition.” Kent Hughes & Bryan Chapell
Now contrast that with verse 14, where Paul says, “the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” In Christ, hatred no longer defined his life. Love did, a love that no doubt sprung from the soil of verse 5, a “pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” It was a love that filled his life from an overflow of grace as Jesus himself poured his limitless love into Paul’s loveless heart. 
That’s what Jesus does. He transforms people who are characterized by hatred and turns them into people who are characterized by love. Love is the distinguishing mark of the Christian life. Love for God. Love for neighbour. Even love for one’s enemies. A Christian’s love is meant to be so strong and steadfast that not even the hatred of others can shake it. It’s an invincible, limitless love that comes from the limitless supply of our Saviour his grace overflows into our lives.  
This is the love that is meant to characterize the culture of our church. It’s not the conditional love of the world that says, “I’ll love you so long as you do this for me”. It’s “I’ll love you even if you do nothing for me.” That’s the love that Jesus showed us when he came into the world to save sinners. He didn’t just die for his friends. He died for his enemies. He didn’t just move towards those who were close to him. He went after the runaway. He loved us before we ever loved him. 
That’s not how we tend to love, is it? We hold back our love from those who hurt us. We separate from those who separate from us. Our love for one another fizzles and grows cold until the only thing holding us together is habit. We need the grace of our Lord to overflow into our lives bringing the love of Christ into our hearts so that we might love one another just as he loved us. 
That’s the first contrast, the contrast between Paul’s former hatred, and Paul’s newfound love. 
There’s a second contrast between verses 13 and 14. It’s the contrast between unbelief and faith. In verse 13, Paul says, “But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief.” And then in verse 14, he says that “the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” His unbelief had been replaced with faith. 
Before Paul became a Christian, he was acting ignorantly in unbelief. He thought he was doing the right thing when he was persecuting the church. He thought he was pleasing God. His conscience may have been skewed, but at least it was clear, because he was acting out of his convictions. That doesn’t mean he wasn’t responsible for his sins. He still needed Christ. But when God decided to show him mercy, he took this ignorance into account. 
And so, we have faith, and we have love. This is the essence of what the Christian life looks like. Unbelief is replaced with faith, and hatred is replaced with love, and the only way that’s possible is by drinking from the the steady stream of grace that we find in Jesus Christ. 
Are you thirsty for faith today? Are you hungry for more love? Then come to Christ, for you will always find more faith and love to replenish your weary heart. I love how Paul says that “the grace of our Lord overflowed for me”. Christ’s streams of grace never run dry. They overflow, not against us in judgment, but for us in mercy, like a cleansing tide, washing over us completely. 
Don’t try to summon faith and love out of the reserves of your own heart. Doing that is like sipping from a shrinking puddle of water on a hot day. Instead, come and drink from the waterfalls of God’s grace in Christ, and see how he provides faith and love for your soul. 

(3) JESUS SENDS SINNERS
Jesus Saves Sinners. Jesus Transforms Sinners. And lastly, Jesus takes those saved, transformed sinners, and sends them to help other sinners find their way home. This leads to our final point: Jesus Sends Sinners. 
Paul reflects on this in verse 12 where he writes that Christ “judged me faithful, appointing me to his service”. This isn’t a faithfulness that Paul had in himself. Jesus didn’t look Paul up and down and conclude that he was faithful enough to serve him. Paul was the supreme sinner, not the faithful saint. Paul acknowledges this when he says in verse 12 that his ministry was only possible because Christ has given him strength. The point, then, is simply this: when Jesus judges someone faithful, he makes them faithful so that his judgment of their faithfulness will ultimately be proved to be right. He faithfully makes his faithful ones faithful.
And what is it that Paul is to be faithful in doing? The answer is in verse 11, where he writes that he has been entrusted with the gospel. Jesus has appointed him to his service as an apostle, an authoritative herald of the gospel and a guardian of sound doctrine. That’s what Paul is to be faithful in doing. He is to take the good news of the gospel to the nations around him, so that many more would believe that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, and the only way he could faithfully do that is by the strength that comes from Christ. 
What about you? Do you believe that Christ has appointed you to his service? You may not be an apostle, or pastor, or Bible teacher, but that doesn’t change the fact that your role was given to you by Christ. If you belong to Jesus, then you have been appointed by Jesus for his service. It doesn’t matter if you’re a stay-at-home mom, or a student, or a professional, or you’re in the trades. If you belong to Jesus, then he has given you your assignment, and the only way you can be faithful in that assignment is if he gives you strength. 
We need to remember that none of us share the same role as Paul, but all of us share the same goal: to spread the good news that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom we are the foremost. We do that by the way we use our money and the causes we choose to support. We do that by the way we use our time and the people we choose to build relationships with. But most importantly, we do that by the churches we choose to join and serve with, because as Paul says in 1 Timothy 3:15, it’s the church that is “a pillar and buttress of the truth”. 
The church is all that’s left. There are no more apostles. There are no more divinely-gifted men chosen by Christ himself to be entrusted with the gospel.  Instead, what we have now is the local church, its pastors and its people, collectively charged with the awesome responsibility of guarding and proclaiming the gospel. What was once entrusted to the apostles is now entrusted to us, and together, we are called to steward the gospel the gospel by our words, by our lives, and by the culture that we build in our churches.  
That was something that Paul was very much aware of. He knew that he wouldn’t just bear witness to Christ through the testimony of his apostolic ministry. He would also bear witness through the testimony of his own conversion. In verse 16, he writes that the reason why he was shown mercy was so that “Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life.” 
Paul’s saying, “Do you want to know what Jesus is like? Then look at my life. Look at what he did for me. Look at how patient he was in holding back his wrath so that he could forgive me.” 
If you’re a Christian today, that’s your testimony as well. Think of who you were before Christ got a hold of your life. Every time you sinned, you deserved to die. You deserved to face the eternal fires of God’s judgment. Every single day that you spent running from God and rebelling against his will was a day that you deserved hell. But that’s not what you received. Christ the judge stayed his hand until the day he gave you repentance and faith.  
Our sins may be great, but our Saviour is greater. If Christ showed perfect patience for Paul, the “blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent”, or for Josh, the “arrogant, selfish, lover of the world”, how much more will he show patience to you? 
We serve a patient Saviour, one who waits for us to turn to him, one who holds back his hand of judgment so that you can be saved. And once we are saved, it becomes our absolute privilege to show the world just how patient he is, even towards the foremost of sinners. 
It’s amazing enough that Jesus saves and transforms sinners. It’s beyond comprehension that he would then send us to show the world what he is like. The only appropriate response to all of this is worship. That’s what Paul does. In verse 12 he gives thanks to Christ like a man who just got a job he knows he doesn’t deserve. And after reflecting more fully on his conversion, he finally erupts in worship in verse 17, declaring “To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honour and glory forever and ever. Amen.” 
Paul knew that Jesus isn’t just the one who strengthens us, graces us, and saves us. He’s the king, not just for now, but forever. Paul knew that the one who came into the world and entered time as a humble baby is the immortal and invisible God of eternity. The one who saved the foremost of sinners is the God of the universe. There’s no God like him. He is the only God, and he deserves honour and glory forever and ever. Amen. 

CONCLUSION
Do you see why the gospel is at the heart of gospel culture? The biggest problem in the world is pride. People live to make much of themselves, to show how smart they are, how attractive they are, how superior they are to others. That’s what poisons cultures, because when people don’t give you the respect you think you deserve, you’re out. If people won’t stroke your ego, then they’re irrelevant. They have no place in your life. Pride kills communities. 
But what the gospel does is it takes proud sinners like us and transforms them into humble servants. The gospel takes people who are passionate about themselves and makes them passionate about Christ. It turns them away from the worship of self to the worship of Christ. And if our desire is for Christ to receive honour and glory, it doesn’t matter if we’re overlooked or unacknowledged. We could care less. Our only desire in life is for Christ to be recognized as the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, because he came into the world to save sinners, of whom we are the foremost. 
Gospel culture begins with gospel doctrine, because only the gospel can transform sinners into worshippers. If we get this wrong, there’s no chance we’ll enjoy gospel culture in our church. We might have a façade of it, but it won’t be anything more than that. We’ll be building on a foundation of sand, where the slightest crisis will blow our house down. But if we get it right, then I believe that God can do great things through our church for many years to come. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]May we never lose the awe of our own conversions, that we might never lose the awe of the one who converted us. Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost. To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honour and glory forever and ever. Amen.     

