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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
TRAINING FOR GODLINESS
1 Timothy 4:6-10
INTRODUCTION
It would be an understatement to say that this has been a particularly newsworthy week. Millions of people all over the world have had their eyes glued to their screens awaiting the results of the American election. Every news outlet has its own comprehensive coverage of this historic presidential race with interactive graphics, livestreams, and seemingly endless commentary on who is going to be the next President of the United States. 
In the midst of all this content was a series of important articles buried deep within the bowels of the internet and produced by my favourite news outlet: Sportsnet. This paragon of high-quality journalism tracked the story of a certain young player on the Toronto Blue Jays who admitted to showing up to the 2020 baseball season thirty pounds overweight. 
Just two years ago, this young player was touted as one of the most exciting prospects in baseball history. His father is in the Baseball Hall of Fame. He had extraordinary statistics in the minor leagues. And he had a reputation for working hard and being devoted to his craft. 
But then the 2020 season started, and he struggled mightily out the gate. He hit well below league average. He was moved from third base to first base because management was concerned that he would injure himself playing at the hot corner even though he’s only 20 years old. And most significantly, he was overshadowed by other young stars who may not have had the same pedigree as him, but had outworked him on and off the field. 
By the end of the season, this young Blue Jay admitted that he showed up at camp overweight, out of shape, and unprepared to compete at the highest level. He apologized to his teammates and to Blue Jays fans everywhere. And he told the media that he had learned the most important lesson of all: there is no substitute for hard work. Talent can only get you so far. If you want to compete at the highest level, hard work and discipline have to become part of your lifestyle. 
It’s no different when it comes to godliness. Godliness has nothing to do with personality and talent. It has everything to do with a lifestyle of hard work and discipline. 
The Apostle Paul showed that he could use sports analogies with the best of us when he wrote:
“Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.” (1 Corinthians 9:24-25) 
The title of this sermon is Training for Godliness. 
The sermon outline will be captured in three words that each play a vital part in growing in godliness:
(1) Feasting
(2) Training
(3) Hoping

(1) FEASTING (v. 6)
The centerpiece of our text today is verse 8:
“for while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come. The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance.” 
I call it the centerpiece, because in verse 9, Paul identifies this saying as the third and final “trustworthy” saying in this letter. Recall that these were common sayings in the early church that Paul had put his apostolic stamp of approval upon. He affirmed them as helpful statements that deserved wide circulation. The first was about the gospel in 1:15. The second was about elders in 3:1. And this third and final trustworthy saying is about growing in godliness. 
That’s important, because it tells us just how essential this was in Paul’s mind. Training for godliness wasn’t optional. It was a necessary entailment of the gospel in a believers’ life. We’re not saved by it. We’re saved by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. But our commitment to pursuing godliness serves as confirmation that we are indeed saved, born again, and indwelt by the Spirit. Saved sinners want to become godly servants, and they will train themselves to become just that. 
How do we do that? Paul begins in verse 6: 
“If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, being trained in the words of the faith and of the good doctrine that you have followed.” 
Paul tells him what it takes to be a good servant in verse 6. He says, “If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus.” 
“These things” might refer to everything that Paul has said in 1 Timothy up to this point, but it more likely refers to what he just said in verses 1-5 about the dangers of legalism and the goodness of God’s creation. That’s the immediate context. A good servant of Christ Jesus will declare that everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving. 
Now, we need to remember that Paul isn’t just writing to Timothy as a believer. He’s writing to him as a pastor. He’s specifically concerned about what it takes to be a good pastor. It’s not building a big church. It’s not publishing popular books. It’s not attracting a large following. It’s telling people about God’s goodness. It’s presenting God to those around him as the God of all goodness, the God of good and abundant blessings, the God who may ordain evil but doesn’t do evil because everything he does is good. 

That’s true to some extent of every one of us, because even though we may not all be called to be good pastors, we’re all called to be good servants. You may not be called to preach and teach like pastors are, but you are called to speak about him. Every believer is called to testify to the goodness of God. Every believer is called to point others to God as the fountain of all goodness so that they too may drink and be filled. 
How do you become like that? Verse 6 says it comes from “being trained in the words of the faith and of the good doctrine that you have followed.” The word for “trained” here is literally “nourished”. You must be nourished by the word. You can only put before the brothers what you’ve already put before himself. You can only feed if you’ve been fed. You can only lead people to drink from the streams of God’s goodness if you’re drinking deeply from those streams yourself.     
Augustine captured this beautifully when he wrote,
“I feed you on what I am fed on myself. I am just a servant; I am not the head of the house. I set food before you from the pantry that I too live on, from the Lord’s storerooms”. 
It’s absolutely incredible that this is what the Bible teaches is the key to lasting godliness. It’s feasting on God’s goodness. It’s tasting and seeing that he is good that makes us good and leads us to show others that he is good. God’s good servants aren’t just those who do the right things. They are those who enjoy the right things. Or more specifically, they are enjoying the right person. 
Jesus said, 
“I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst.” (John 6:35)
Are you eating from the Lord’s pantry? Is the bread of life fresh in your mouth? Or has it become stale and dry? Perhaps you’re going through a season right now where you believe that God is good, but you don’t feel it. You don’t taste it. 
If that’s you, then God is calling you to feast. He’s calling you to feast, not just on his Word, but on what his Word reveals about him. He’s calling you to feast on his goodness, and to be delighted again by the glories of his grace in Jesus Christ, and to be nourished by the life-giving message that Christ died for your sins. He’s calling you to taste and see that the Lord is good, so that when you meet other weary pilgrims, you’ll know where to point them. You’ll point them to God and his overflowing goodness, so that they too may drink and be satisfied. 

(2) TRAINING (v. 7-9)
We are called to feast on the goodness of God, and as we do, we will grow in godliness. But if you’ve ever prepared a feast, you know it takes work. It takes planning. It even takes training. That leads to our second point.  
Paul says in verse 7: 
“Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths. Rather train yourself for godliness”. 
The word “train” here in verse 7 is different from the word “trained” in verse 6. That word meant “nourish” and brought to mind the imagery of eating good and healthy food. This word is borrowed from the world of athletics and is meant to make us think of the gym. It’s the word gymnazo, which is where we get the word “gymnasium” from. Paul’s telling Timothy that he must train for godliness just like an athlete would train for a competition. 
If you’ve ever trained for something, you’ll know that it requires focus and commitment. The more serious the competition, the less you tolerate unnecessary distractions. It’s no different with godliness. That’s why Paul warns Timothy to not be distracted by “irreverent, silly myths.” He was not to engage in spiritual speculation about things that didn’t promote godliness. 
John Newton wrote,
“I set no value upon any doctrinal truth, unless it has a tendency to promote practical holiness.” 
We are to focus our attention on what promotes practical holiness, because the church isn’t just a theology club where people talk about ideas. It’s a spiritual gym where people are to work out and train for godliness. 
This is so important, because we live in a time when there’s a lot of talk but not a lot of action. Everyone’s concerned about giving their opinions on things, but hardly anyone is concerned about their character. 
Don’t misunderstand. I’m not saying that we shouldn’t be informed. But I am saying that we shouldn’t be so consumed by politics and conspiracy theories that we’re distracted from what’s most important and we forget to train ourselves for godliness. We must be less concerned about what’s going on “out there” and more concerned about what’s going on “in here”. 
Paul says, “Don’t be distracted. Rather, train yourself for godliness.” This was one of the most formative verses in my life when I was a young Christian, and it reminds us that growing as a Christian takes work. You won’t grow if you just coast along and go with the flow. Growth takes work. Growth takes diligence. Growth takes discipline. 
You may say, “Isn’t that legalistic? Isn’t this exactly what Paul was telling us to avoid in verses 1-5?” They may seem similar, but in reality, they’re completely different. Legalism glorifies man. It says, “I have what it takes to make myself righteous, and I’m going to find my own way to do it.” Discipline glorifies God. It says, “I am so sinful and broken that I need to discipline myself to seek the Lord, and I’m going to do that by following God’s Word.” 
Legalism is an act of rebellion. Discipline is an act of submission, Legalism expresses trust in self. Discipline expresses trust in God. Legalism calls bad what God calls good. Discipline calls everything that God created good, but it also recognizes that there are times to give up good things to get something better. 
You give up thirty minutes of sleep, not because sleep is bad, but because reading your Bible before the kids wake up or before you go to work is better. Or you fast, not because food is bad, but because feeling God meet you in your weakness is better. Discipline gives up what is good in order to obtain that which is better.  
There is a fine line between legalism and discipline, because on the outside they can look the same. But when you dig down into their heart, they’re completely different, and we must learn the difference if we are to grow in godliness. 
If you’re like me, you probably find the training metaphor challenging. Many of us know how to train our bodies. In fact, you could even say that in some corners of our culture, and perhaps in some corners of our hearts today, there’s an obsession over physical health, because we live in such a visual culture. Our eyes are being bombarded with images and videos of beautiful people, and we become convinced that if our lives are going to have any value, we have to look like them. 
Our bodies matter because they’re what other people see of us. But God looks beyond our physical beauty, and he peers into the depths of our souls. Do you remember what he said to Samuel when he was choosing the next king?
“The LORD sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.” (1 Samuel 16:7)
That’s what godliness is all about. It’s about training ourselves by God’s grace and with God’s help to have beautiful hearts. It’s training our souls in the same way that we train our bodies. It’s working on weaknesses in our character in the same way that we would work on weaknesses in our bodies. 
Everyone knows that physical health takes work. If you want to lose weight, you have to change your diet. If you want to get stronger, you have to work out. And if you want all your hard work to last, you have to make a plan and be disciplined to carry it out. 
Paul is saying that the same is true when it comes to godliness. We must apply the same diligence, discipline, and planning to our spiritual health, because no one becomes godly by default. Godliness only comes from hard work. 
This leads us to the trustworthy saying in verse 8: 
“for while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come.” 
Paul’s telling us something so obvious here that I wonder how we forget it, but we do. He’s telling us that the value of our training depends on how long the effects of that training will last. No one’s going to sign up for an intense workout class that guarantees that you’ll feel better about yourself for an hour, but that’s precisely what we’re doing when we spend all our time, energy and resources on our physical health and completely ignore our spiritual health. 
This life is only a breath. Our earthly bodies are like flowers of the field. They’re here today and gone tomorrow, and yet we treat them as if they’re going to last forever. But the only thing that will never fade is our godliness.  
Yes, bodily training has some value, because it lasts for some time. But godliness has absolute value, because it lasts forever. It never fades away. It’s good to stay healthy and exercise, but it’s more important to train for godliness, because the rewards of godliness will last beyond this lifetime and stretch on for an eternity. 

(3) HOPING (v. 10)
We grow by feasting. We grow by training. Lastly, we grow by hoping. 
Verse 10:
“For to this end we toil and strive, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Saviour of all people, especially of those who believe.” 
This is the fuel that keeps us going after godliness. This is the fire that keeps us burning with a desire to become more like Jesus. We toil and strive and train for godliness not because we trust in what we can do, but because we trust in what God can do. Our hope is set on the living God, because without his Spirit, without his grace working deep in our souls, all of our efforts would be meaningless. All of it would be futile. Reading our Bibles, praying, going to church, it would all be powerless to bring about any lasting change, because we can’t heal our hearts. We can’t restore our souls. Sin’s power over us is just too great. Growing in godliness is supernatural work that requires supernatural assistance. 
That’s what Jesus offers us. That’s what Jesus came into the world to bring us. He came to redeem us from the penalty and power of sin by his death on the cross, so that we could be forgiven by God and free to truly become godly people. 
He is the Saviour, not just of the healthy and strong, not just of the wealthy, not just of the beautiful, not just of the influential. He’s the Saviour of all people no matter their race, creed, or station. And the only way to receive this salvation is by faith. God is the one who saves, and the only way we can receive his salvation is by faith in Jesus Christ. 
If you’ve never put your trust in Christ before, would you do that today? Would you believe God’s Word when it says that he’s the Saviour of all people? You don’t have to be good enough. You don’t have to be godly enough. Christ welcomes sinners to himself, because those are the ones he died for. He died not because we are godly, but in order to make us godly. 
Come to him today. Repent of your sins and turn to him as your Saviour. Taste of his goodness and see how much more satisfying he is than anything that this world can offer.  


CONCLUSION
I’ll conclude with two words of application. 
First, when you’re reading the Bible, remember that you haven’t truly engaged with God until you have enjoyed him. The reason why we train and discipline ourselves is so that we can more fully feast on God’s goodness. Discipline isn’t just about denial and self-sacrifice. It’s about freedom. The musician disciplines herself to practice so that she can have the freedom to play the most beautiful music. The athlete disciplines himself so that he can have the freedom of competing at the highest level. And Christians discipline themselves so that they can have the freedom of feasting on God’s goodness. 
Remember this every time you read your Bible, or pray, or go to church. The quality of the moment matters far more than the quantity. If you read your Bible for an hour but haven’t paused to marvel at what God has revealed of himself to you, you’ve missed the whole point. It’s like you’ve looked at the feast without eating it. Food’s not going to do you any good if you just look at it. You need to put it in your mouth. You need to chew on it for awhile. You need to fill your mouth with its flavours. And then you need to swallow it. That’s how food nourishes you. 
And so, don’t just read to comprehend. Read to encounter and enjoy God’s goodness. Read about God’s mercy towards sinners. Read about his patience towards his rebellious people. Read about his justice against the wicked. And then pause. Meditate on the truth. Soak in the revelation of God’s holy character. And let it lead your heart to worship. 
Sometimes don’t do this because what we’re reading is so familiar. We think, “I know all this already. This is boring.” But we don’t approach eating like that, do we? We don’t say, “I’m not going to enjoy this steak because I’ve eaten one before.” We can enjoy the goodness of the Word every time we encounter it, whether it’s a new insight, or an old one. 
Don’t underestimate the power of familiar truths. After all, aren’t our best friends our oldest friends? Aren’t our favourite meals the ones we enjoyed in childhood? Old truths can bring fresh comfort if we would just pause, meditate, and enjoy them.  
Second, if we are to learn how to train ourselves for godliness, we must learn to intentionally address weaknesses in our character. Just as a slow skater will spend the summer working on his skating, or an overweight baseball prodigy will spend the off-season shedding weight, we can target aspects of our sinful fallenness with the spiritual disciplines. 
This starts with identifying one area of growth in your life. You could look at the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5. Or you could look at the attributes of love in 1 Corinthians 13. The important thing is that you measure yourself not to the virtues of others, but to the unchanging standard of Scripture.  
Say you struggle with pride. You know that you have a tendency to look down on others, or to trust our own judgment, or to make decisions without seeking the Lord first. If that’s you, you have to make a plan to grow in humility. How do you do that? You study what the Bible teaches about what humility looks like. You can read books about Christian humility. You can seek out the counsel of a humble person in your life and ask for their counsel. You can do menial tasks that feel like they’re beneath you. And then you pray. You pray every day that the Lord would make you humble. And you pray the kinds of things that characterize a humble person. Thanksgiving for other people. Celebration of the successes of others. Reminders of how sinful and broken you are. 
Over time, you will find that you’ll begin to change. It won’t happen overnight, but it will happen over time. We need to commit ourselves to training for godliness, not only because that’s how God wants us to live, but because that’s how we will come to enjoy him the most. 
The discipline of athletes means that they can’t feast anymore. The discipline of Christians means that we can feast every day on God’s goodness. The godlier you become, the more satisfying the gospel becomes. And so, let us commit ourselves to training for godliness, for God’s glory, and for our everlasting joy. 

