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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
A Series on 1 Timothy
1 Timothy 1:1-20
INTRODUCTION
Today we begin a new series in 1 Timothy. This is actually a series I began a year ago when we were still meeting at our old location, but we put it on pause shortly before Christmas. I called it “Gospel Culture in God’s Household”. 
We know about “Gospel Doctrine”, but what is “Gospel Culture”? J.I. Packer defines “culture” as follows:
“Culture…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. So if a church believes in gospel doctrine, it should result in a public lifestyle that is expressed in our church that we could call gospel culture. 
We like to use the analogy of baking bread. If the doctrine is the bread, gospel culture is like the 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. That’s what gospel doctrine is meant to produce. It’s meant to produce a gospel culture that attracts people to the saving message that Christ died for sinners. 
The doctrine we hold and the culture it produces are equally important. Ray Ortlund writes,
“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
Many of us know of the problem of churches having the wrong doctrine, but we also need to be aware of the danger of having the right doctrine but the wrong culture. A church can have healthy doctrine but a sick community. That is why we must pay close attention to how our doctrine is shaping our culture. 
This leads us to 1 Timothy. In 3:14-15, 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.” 
Paul calls the church “the household of God”, and just as every household has its own culture, the church is meant to have its own culture as well. The culture comes out in the way we speak to one another, how we spend our money, what we get excited about, how we respond to visitors.  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.   
The church is God’s household. He’s the head of this home, and that means that what we value ought to reflect what God values, and what God values is found in God’s Word. 
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. 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 our church would truly reflect the saving message of the gospel.   
We’re going to begin with Chapter 1. I already preached four sermons on this chapter last year, so rather than go through everything again, I’m going to condense those four sermons into one. This will mean that we won’t drop into every detail of the text, but it will allow us to take a bird’s eye view and draw the entire chapter together. If you would like a deeper exposition on these verses, I invite you to listen to the sermons beginning in September of last year, which you can find on our website or on our podcast. 
The title of this message is Three Principles for Pursuing Gospel Culture. 
We will have three points today:
(1) Truth and Love (v. 1-11)
(2) Mercy and Humility (v. 12-17)
(3) War and the Conscience (v. 18-20)

(1) TRUTH AND LOVE (v. 1-11)
Verses 1-2 tell us that the Apostle Paul is writing this letter to Timothy, whom he describes as his “true child in the faith”. Paul had many close relationships with other believers, but none were as precious to him as Timothy. 
Verse 3 tells us that Paul left Timothy at Ephesus, but why? Why would Paul leave his spiritual son behind? It wasn’t to plant more churches, or to train up more pastors, or to give Timothy his first pastorate. Verse 3:
“As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus so that you may charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine…”  
Paul was concerned about false teaching, and rightly so, because if history has taught us anything, the greatest threat to the church isn’t persecution. It’s false teaching. Persecution hurts. It’s scary. But if you study history, or even the emerging church in closed countries, you see that persecution often leads to the flourishing of the church. The church father Tertullian said “The blood of the Christians is the seed”. Or as Jesus himself said, 
“Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” (John 12:24)
Jesus proved the truth of these words by what came out of his own death. His death brought us life. The cross was the seed of the church. In the same way, if we die, others will live, because we serve a God who specializes in bringing victory out of defeat, power out of weakness, joy out of sorrow. 
False teaching is different, because it doesn’t just kill the grain of wheat. It poisons it. It fundamentally changes the nature of the seed so that it bears rotten fruit. That’s why Paul was so concerned about false teaching in Ephesus, and that’s why he was willing to leave Timothy there.
Does this mean that we have to separate from everyone who doesn’t hold exactly the same doctrine as we do? No, because not all doctrines are equally essential to our faith. There are what you could call “first order doctrines”, like the Trinity, or justification by faith, or the eternal deity of Christ. If people, or churches, or denominations deviate from these doctrines, then the right thing to do is to separate. 
But there are also “second order doctrines”, doctrines that the Bible teaches and that are important to our faith and how we live out the Christian life, but they may or may not be reasons to separate. These are things like the nature of church governance, or the spiritual gifts. In some cases (not all), we can differ on these issues without separating.  
This is so important, because if you’re a Christian, you shouldn’t just be concerned about truth. You should be concerned about love, because the proper fruit of truth is love. Paul says that in verse 5: 
“The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” 
Paul is concerned about false teaching not only because he’s concerned about truth, but because he’s concerned about love, and false teaching doesn’t produce love. It’s not rooted in the soil of a “pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith”. Truth and love are always meant to go together. 
Paul’s aim is love. It’s not love at the expense of truth, but love as a result of truth. Philip Ryken writes,
“Wherever doctrine is the purest, love must be the highest.” – Philip Ryken
It should be no different with us. We should be equally committed to sound doctrine and sound character that expresses itself in love. Or to use the language of this sermon series, gospel doctrine should create a gospel culture that is characterized by love. If people don’t love one another, it doesn’t matter how many programs we have. It doesn’t matter how many people we attract. We won’t have gospel culture if we don’t have love. 
It all begins with sound doctrine. If we are to love one another, we must build upon the doctrine of the gospel that centers on Christ crucified. That’s one of Paul’s points in verses 8-11. In verse 11, he says that even the law is meant to be understood and applied “in accordance with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God”. 
The gospel has changed everything, including how we relate to God’s moral standards in the Old Testament and summarized in the Ten Commandments. If you look closely at verses 9-10, you’ll actually find that Paul’s list of sins mirrors the sins in the Ten Commandments. But in verse 9, he says that 
“…the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient”.
If you’re a Christian, you’re no longer one of the “lawless and disobedient”. You’re one of the just, and as one of the just, the law is no longer laid down for you. It still guides us and informs us in how God wants us to live, but we are no longer under its dominion. 
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.
The gospel has changed everything, and unless we read the Bible, including the law, through the lens of the gospel, we will fall into the same errors as these teachers in Ephesus. 

(2) MERCY AND HUMILITY (v. 12-17)
In verse 11, Paul says that he has been “entrusted” with this gospel, which he calls “the gospel of the glory of the blessed God”. God himself has given him the gospel message to guard and proclaim for the salvation of everyone who believes, and this has a profound effect on how Paul sees himself, and how he sees others. This leads to our second point: Mercy and Humility. 
In verse 12, Paul expresses his gratitude to God for choosing him to serve in the ministry of the gospel, because he remembers who he used to be. Verse 13:
“…though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent.” 
That’s who Paul used to be. He was an angry, violent man. He had zeal without knowledge. He clothed himself with false piety and did what was evil in the name of what was good. He was all about truth and not about love because he didn’t believe the gospel. 
But then in verse 13, he writes,
“But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief”. 
God showed him mercy. He spared him from his just wrath. Why? We know that ultimately, it’s because of God’s sovereign choice, but here Paul adds that it was because he “acted ignorantly in unbelief”.  His actions against Christ and his church were done in ignorance. He didn’t know that what he was doing was wrong. In fact, he thought he was doing the right thing. Paul’s pointing out that this made a difference in God’s decision to show him mercy. 
And when God shows mercy, he doesn’t hold back. Paul writes in verse 14 that 
“…the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” 
God isn’t stingy. He doesn’t hold back his grace towards those he draws to himself, because his grace is infinite! He pours and pours his grace into our sinful, fallen hearts until we overflow. And out of that overflow come faith and love, and neither of them originate in ourselves. They are the “faith and love that are in Christ Jesus”. Jesus gives them to us as his grace overflows into our hearts.   
This man who was once full of hatred and unbelief was now full of the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. That’s what God does when he has mercy on someone. He doesn’t just spare us from his wrath. He transforms us into radically new people. We are united to Christ in order to become more like Christ as he takes what is in him and puts it in us. 
How did this change Paul? And how should it change us? Paul shows us in 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.” 
God’s mercy didn’t just lead Paul to a deeper knowledge of God as gracious and merciful. It led him to a deeper knowledge of himself as a sinner. It made him humble. Wherever he went, he remembered that there was no greater sinner in the room than him. If there was an award for the first-place sinner, he would win it every time. And that’s not because of who he used to be. It’s because of who he is now. He says, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.” Not was. 
Paul is very aware of his current depravity. He is so aware of it that it crushes his pride and brings him to his knees in humility. He no longer believes that he’s better than anyone. Instead, he believes that everyone is better than him. And when he says in verse 15 that “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance”, he’s saying that these words should be on the lips of every follower of Christ.  
“Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost” isn’t just Paul’s testimony. It’s your testimony. It’s my testimony. It’s the testimony of all who have received the overflowing grace of God that is in Christ Jesus. 
John Stott writes,
“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.” 
And so, the next time you’re tempted to believe that the world would be better if only people were more like you, remember that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.” Or, the next time you’re tempted to believe that God could never forgive you for the wrong you’ve done, remember that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.” 
Jesus didn’t come to save the righteous. He came to save sinners. And he didn’t come to save those who sin here and there but are generally good people. He came to save the worst sinners, the foremost of sinners, sinners like Paul who hated God and persecuted the church. 
That’s why God saved Paul. It was so that we could know that he can save anyone. Verse 16 says,
“But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life.” 
Paul’s testimony of conversion and transformation remains a powerful comfort to sinners who are burdened by a guilty conscience. He received mercy, so that we would never doubt that God will never fail to show mercy to us. Christ’s patience is perfect towards the repentant sinner. It has no flaws. It has no limits. It is perfect patience, and that should lead us to erupt in worship like Paul does in verse 17:
“To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honour and glory forever and ever. Amen.” 

(3) WAR AND THE CONSCIENCE (v. 18-20)
Lastly, War and the Conscience. 
Verse 18:
“This charge I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, that by them you may wage the good warfare”
Paul is returning to the original charge to guard sound doctrine with an aim towards love. As he does, Paul reminds Timothy of prophecies that were made about him. We don’t know what these prophecies were, but we do know that they were meant to encourage Timothy and equip him to “wage the good warfare”, because that’s what the Christian life is meant to look like. It looks like warfare as we fight against the world, the flesh, and the devil. The world pulls us away from Christ. The flesh hardens our hearts against God. And the devil deceives us so that we stop trusting in God’s goodness and grace.  
This is one of the purposes of prophecy. It’s meant to shake us out of our sleepy, complacent Christianity. We’re not accustomed to spiritual warfare. We’re accustomed to spiritual coasting. Why wage war against your sin when there’s so much to watch on Netflix? Why resist the world when it will make you live differently than everyone else? Why resist the devil when he seems absent from our daily lives? 
This is where regular spiritual disciplines become so important. It is by the ordinary means of grace that we wage the good warfare. Recently, I’ve started praying the Lord’s Prayer with my children regularly, because I’m convinced that Jesus meant it to inform our daily prayers. That’s why we pray “give us our daily bread”. This is a daily prayer for our daily needs, and one of those needs is that God would “lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil”. That’s something we’re meant to pray every day, because temptation is crouching at our doors every single day. The devil is prowling around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour every single day. We must wage war by the power of the Spirit and the presence of God’s grace in our lives every single day. 
Philip Ryken writes,
“The people of God have never been able simply to rest in the faith; they have always had to fight for it.” – Philip Ryken
We fight for faith by the ordinary means of grace. Regular prayer and Bible reading. Fellowship with other believers. Faithful attendance at Sunday worship for the Lord’s Supper and the preaching of the Word. These things aren’t flashy, but they’re powerful, because they’re the God-ordained means of spiritual growth. 
Paul focuses on two weapons in verse 19. He says that Timothy is to wage war by
“holding faith and a good conscience. By rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith…”
The first one, “holding faith”, is what we aim to do when we read the Word and pray. We are cultivating our faith when we commune with God through regular Bible reading and prayer. But the second one is less common. Paul says that we are to hold onto a “good conscience”. This means two things: we are never to do what we know is wrong, and we are to define what is wrong by Scripture. 
Both of these requirements are equally important. To follow the first but not the second is to follow a faulty compass. A conscience that isn’t shaped by Scripture is going to lead you astray. A conscience can only be good if it’s calibrated to the standard of Scripture. When it is, then we must follow it. Don’t be like the guy who sets up the directions on google maps and then completely ignores them. Get the directions for right living from the Scriptures and follow them. 
This means not lying about your children’s age at a restaurant in order to save a few dollars. This means being completely honest on your tax returns. This means not turning on that show, or opening up your laptop, knowing that it’s going to tempt you to lust. 
We must hold a good conscience, because if we don’t, we may make a shipwreck of our faith. That’s what Paul says in verse 19. When he says, “By rejecting this”, the word this is singular and refers to the immediately preceding noun which is a “good conscience”. It was by doing what they knew was wrong that some had made a shipwreck of their faith. 
This wasn’t theoretical for Paul. It was real. He and Timothy had friends who had fallen away from grace because they had failed to hold fast to a good conscience. He says in verse 20, 
“…among whom are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan that they may learn not to blaspheme.” 
Hymenaeus and Alexander fell away and were disciplined out of the church because they had failed to hold on to a good conscience. That’s usually how it happens when people turn away from Christ. They do what is wrong before they ever start believing what is wrong. 
Kent Hughes writes,
“When morals slip, doctrine ebbs, and the fight is soon lost… Conscious disobedience will kill our spiritual life.”
This is why we need Christ, because our enemies are too strong. We are completely inadequate to fight the good fight, to wage the good warfare, by ourselves. This is a spiritual war that requires supernatural resources, and we have all that we need in Christ. Grace will overflow into our lives with the faith and the love that are in Christ Jesus.  

CONCLUSION
Will you come to him today? If you’ve never put your trust in Christ, will you come to him and receive his overflowing grace and start growing in faith and love? You may think, “I could never have faith”, or “I could never love in the way that the Bible requires”, and you’d be right. But the good news is that the faith and love you need don’t come from you. They come from Jesus. Come to him, receive his grace, and find in him the one whose perfect patience towards sinners will never fail. 
And if you’re a follower of Christ, let me give you three brief points of application.
First, I encourage you to pursue both truth and love. If you’re a “truth” person, if you’re the kind of person who spends their free time reading debates and engaging in online disputations, I encourage you to become more of a “love” person, because the aim of truth is love. If you have truth without love, you’re nothing but a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. But if you have truth and love, you’ll show the world what following Jesus really looks like. Spend less time online and more time with people who disagree with you. Have them in your home. Get to know them. Build relationships with them. Show them that the truth that you have produces a love that the world could never know. 
If you’re a “love” person, if you spend very little time reading and a whole lot of time with people, I encourage you to become more of a “truth” person, because biblical love comes from truth. Anyone can love in a worldly way, but not everyone can love in a biblical way. Worldly love is fickle and selfish. Biblical love is faithful and self-sacrificing. Learn to love by devoting yourself to truth. Don’t just read practical how-to books. Read theology. Study God’s Word. Find contexts to grow in the knowledge of truth so that you’ll also grow in love. 
Second, regularly rehearse this saying that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost”, because this will cultivate humility and joy. Humility because of the greatness of your sin. Joy because of the greatness of your Saviour. The more conviction we feel about our sin, the more comfort we will receive from the gospel, and that will make us humble and joyful people.
Lastly, don’t ignore your conscience. Listen to it. Follow it as you let it be shaped by Scripture. We live in a time when pop-psychology tells us that the conscience needs to be silenced. “Feel bad about what you did? Boost your self-esteem!” That’s the devil talking. The remedy to your conviction over sin isn’t a higher view of yourself. It’s a higher view of Christ and what he has done to save sinners like us. 
Your conscience is a gift. It is a gift from God to steer us in the right direction and to remind us of our need for Christ. Don’t silence it with the therapeutic platitudes of the day. Listen to it, follow it, and when you fail, bring it to Christ. He alone can cleanse the guilty conscience. He alone can take your guilty burdens away. He alone can give you the power to hold fast to faith and a good conscience, so that you will not fall away. 

