introduction to first timothy

I. First Timothy is one of three epistles in the New Testament that are commonly known as the Pastoral epistles, II Timothy and Titus being the other two.

A. They were originally regarded as mere personal letters and were classified with Philemon; however, because of their strong bearing on the life of the church, they have been more accurately given the names pastoral epistles. 

B. Though addressed to individuals, these books are not limited to personal and private communications, but are quite official in character. 

C. Paul addressed them to Timothy and Titus to guide them in matters concerning the organization, administration, and pastoral care of the churches.

D. The pastoral epistles are addressed to apostolic troubleshooters, who were temporarily responsible for individual local churches; they essentially functioned as interim pastor-teachers.

E. They contain written instructions about methods and procedures dealing with church government, policies, and practice, all of which were to be incorporated into the church to which they have been assigned.

F. It is highly likely that many of these instructions had been given orally at a previous date and that these epistles are designed to confirm in writing what these men had already been told.

G. Churches throughout the Church Age have benefited from these epistles since they provide written documentation about how the affairs of the church are to be conducted. 

H. The existence of the pastoral epistles serves two distinct purposes:

1. The first is to validate that Timothy and Titus are legitimate authorities in the event that they be questioned about their credentials; these letters documented the fact that they were functioning at the request of a recognized apostle and with his authority.

2. The second is to have written confirmation of these facts, and to challenge Timothy and Titus to implement Paul’s directives.

II. Authorship.

A. The first epistle to Timothy has a salutation that was common during the 1st century AD, which declares the apostle Paul to be the writer.

B. External evidence for Pauline authorship of the pastoral epistles.

1. Pauline authorship of the pastoral epistles was virtually undisputed until the modern period, and wasn’t questioned until about 150 years ago with the advent of Higher Criticism.

2. External evidence is as strong as that which is present for most of the other Pauline epistles, with the exception of 1 Corinthians and Romans.

3. It is listed in all the early canons including:

a. The Muratorian canon, the earliest known listing of authentic scripture.  170 AD

b. The Barococcio canon.  206 AD

c. Athanasius.  367 AD.

d. The councils at Hippo and Carthage, which ratified the entire New Testament that we use today..  393-397 AD

4. The first epistle to Timothy was attributed to Paul by Irenaeus (130-202 AD), Tertullian (150-200 AD), Origen  (185-264 AD), Eusebius (325-340 AD), and Augustine (c. 400 AD).

5. It is cited by Clement of Rome (95-97 AD), Polycarp (135 AD), Justin Martyr (160 AD), and Eusebius (325-341 AD), who declared that the pastoral epistles were “universally received”.
C. Internal evidence.

1. Although there is considerable debate concerning the authenticity of Pauline authorship due to historical, ecclesiastical, instructional, doctrinal and linguistic questions, none of it is sufficient to overturn the weight of external evidence.

2. The opening statement of all three of the letters explicitly declares the writer to be the apostle Paul.

3. The early statement about being entrusted with the gospel is consistent with what Paul says elsewhere.  Gal. 2:7; IThess. 2:4; Tit. 1:3

4. The emphasis on good works/deeds for those that have believed is thoroughly consistent with what Paul emphasizes in other places.  Eph. 2:10; Tit. 2:14, 3:8

5. Respect for and obedience to the Establishment Chain of Command conforms to what Paul expressed in the letter to the Romans.  Rom. 13:1ff; Tit. 3:1

6. The exhortations that are addressed to slaves are almost identical to what we observe in Paul’s other writings.  Eph. 6:5; Col. 3:22; ITim. 6:1; Tit. 2:9-10

D. It must be noted that all the objections to Paul’s authorship of I Timothy and the other pastoral epistles have arisen in the last 150 years with the advent of “higher criticism”.

1. Higher criticism originally referred to the works of German scholars centered in Tubingen during the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

2. They are the intellectual descendants of such men as John Locke, Immanuel Kant, Georg Hegel, and the French rationalists.

3. These men often reject the very text of Scripture, any supernatural occurances or explanations, and prefer a naturalistic and rationalistic explanation for their conclusions.

E. Objections to Pauline authorship and their weaknesses.

1. The historical objections arise based on these interpreters’ inability to reconcile the events in the pastoral epistles with the chronology of the Acts narrative.

a. They fail to appreciate that there were two Roman imprisonments with a period of further missionary activity sandwiched between them, extending from 62-67 AD.

b. First Timothy and Titus were written following the first Roman imprisonment (which is the subject of Acts 28) and Paul’s second imprisonment, which is the subject of II Timothy.

c. While some have suggested that I Timothy was written during the second missionary journey, it cannot be reconciled with Paul’s known travels in Acts.

2. Some argue that the ecclesiastical situation reflected in the pastorals is too developed to belong to the time of Paul.

a. They argue that Paul was not interested in such matters as Church organization since the references to pastors and deacons are not included in any of his other letters.

b. Their position is very much weakened by the fact that Paul was clearly engaged in establishing Church government as early as the first journey in 49 AD.  Acts 14:23  

c. Further, Paul gave explicit instructions to the Ephesian elders (Acts 20:17-38), and greeted the overseers and deacons in Philippi, a church he established in 51 AD.  Phil. 1:1

d. Finally, these letters do express what we would expect, that being the fact that Paul would very naturally be concerned that sound doctrinal teaching and church order would be preserved after his departure.

3. Doctrinal objections come about based on the fact that many great doctrines Paul taught (such as righteousness by faith, the Fatherhood of God, and the Indwelling of the Holy Spirit to name a few) are missing.

a. First, it is not possible to place much weight on this objection since one cannot be reasonably expected to teach every doctrine in every letter.

b. Second, it is readily expected that these men would not need such teaching since they were his close associates, who were already well acquainted with these truths.

4. Linguistic objections focus particularly on the vocabulary and style we find in the pastoral epistles.

a. It is a fact that that there is a higher proportion of hapax legomena in the pastoral epistles than in any of the other letters.

b. However, all the words that are used are attested from 50 AD and could have easily been known and used by Paul.

c. Obviously the focus of the pastoral epistles is different from letters to congregations, and this accounts for many of these unusual words.

d. While arguments based on style may bear some merit, the simple reality is that these letters are too brief, and Paul was too complex to be reduced to statistical calculations.

F. While various solutions have been proposed to Pauline authorship, the evidence still indicates that Paul was the human author.

1. Some have suggested that Timothy and Titus edited the material in their possession and published it in its present form after the death of Paul; however, one cannot present a motive for such actions.

2. A Later Paulinist: this theory affirms that a later Paulinist (Pseudo-Paul) desired to represent Paul in his day with some genuine Pauline fragments, but this has many problems, not the least of which is a lack of historical proof.

3. The correct view states that the Apostle Paul is the author of the pastorals; this is supported by the salutation in each letter, and by the strong external evidence of the early church.

4. Some consider the possibility that the differences between Paul's other letters and the pastorals may be explained by an amanuensis such as Luke; this is due to the similarities with the pastorals and Luke-Acts.

III. Place and Date.

A. Admittedly, the chronology of the closing period of the life of Paul is somewhat obscure, but we do know that he finally suffered martyrdom in Rome in the spring of 68 AD.

B. From the chronology of Acts, we can clearly place Paul in prison in Rome between 60-62 AD.

C. It was during this time that the Prison Epistles were written; this includes the letters to Ephesus, Colosse, Philemon, and Philippians.

D. From a careful study of Philippians, which was written in 62 AD just before the end of his time in prison, it is evident that Paul knew he was going to be released.  Phil. 1:19,24-25, 2:23-24

E. Therefore, it is pretty evident that there were two Roman imprisonments; one that lasted for about 2 years, which ended with the book of Acts, and another that lasted less than a year, which ended with the beheading of Paul in 68 AD.

F. This explains the period of activity during which the last three books of the Pauline corpus were written.

G. While it is impossible to give a perfect chronological account of Paul’s activities during this five-year period, we can certainly document a number of things he did.

1. Paul was released from prison in Rome since he was a Roman citizen and since the Jews’ case had been heard several times without a guilty verdict, they were forced to simply let the charges drop.

2. The first segment of his ministry was in the regions east of Rome from March, 62-Spring, 64 AD, during which time he visited Ephesus and left Timothy to set that church in order.

3. He traveled on to Macedonia (ITim. 1:3) and wrote the first letter to Timothy from Northern Greece in the fall of 62 AD.

4. Based on traditional evidence, the second segment of his ministry was conducted in Spain from the spring of 64 AD-spring, 66 AD. 

a. Paul had already indicated to the Romans that it was his intention to visit Spain at some point in the future.

b. Clement of Rome suggests that Paul had “preached in the East and in the West..having reached the farthest bounds of the West;”, suggesting that Paul had realized his dream of reaching Spain.  IClement 5:5-6

c. The apocryphal book The Acts of Peter also indicates that Paul had traveled to Spain, implying that this was the accepted view. 

5. The third segment of his ministry was again toward the east, and he appears to have been on Crete in the spring of 66 AD, leaving Titus to organize the churches that were on the island.

6. After leaving Titus in charge there, Paul wrote to him informing him that he was spending the winter in Nicopolis, sending someone to relieve Titus, and instructing Titus to join him, which we conclude he did.  Tit. 3:12

7. This would indicate that Titus was written sometime during the summer or fall of 66 AD.

8. After that, he and Titus apparently ministered in Macedonia, Greece, and Asia Minor from the spring to the fall of 67 AD, visiting Corinth, Miletus, and Troas.  IITim. 4:13,20-21

9. It has been suggested that Paul was arrested in one of these cities in the fall of 67 AD, sent to Rome, apparently had a brief trial, and was cast into prison to await his death.

10. At this time, Paul wrote the second letter to Timothy, informing him that the end was at hand.  IITim. 4:6-7

11. Since Nero returned to Rome in January, 68 AD and committed suicide in June of that same year, Paul must have been beheaded sometime in the spring of 68 AD.

H. While it would be unwise to be dogmatic about the exact date of writing, the evidence clearly supports a date between 62-67 AD, with the years of 62-63 AD being the most likely.

I. The place of writing is explicitly specified, as Paul states that he was departing Ephesus for Macedonia, and planning to return to Ephesus at some point.  ITim. 1:3, 3:14-15a

IV. Recipient.

A. The recipient of this letter is expressly identified as one Timothy, who was one of the best known of Paul’s companions.

B. His name is a compound that is derived from timh, (time—honor) and qeo,j (theos—god), and means one who honors God.

C. He was the child of a Greek father and a Jewish mother, who apparently provided a sound education in the Hebrew scriptures from early childhood.  IITim. 3:15

D. Although his mother was Jewish, it is evident that his Greek father did not allow Timothy to be circumcised according to Jewish custom.  Acts 16:3
E. In Jewish law, the child was generally raised in the religion of his mother; under Greek law the father’s religion was generally the dominant force.

F. His grandmother and mother became believers at some undisclosed time, and Timothy likewise believed.  IITim. 1:5

G. It may be that they were all evangelized during the first visit to the region of Lystra, Derbe, and Iconium since Paul mentions that Timothy was well aware of the difficulties he encountered in that region.  Acts 14:6-7; IITim. 3:11

H. At any rate, Timothy is a believer when Paul returns to that region and Paul is impressed enough with him to enlist him as a co-worker in his ministry.  Acts 16:3
1. Although he was likely in his late teens or early twenties, Timothy had already established himself as a believer of some stature in that region.

2. The imperfect verb marturew (martureo—to witness or testify) indicates that a continuous witness was offered by those believers who lived there and interacted with him on a regular basis.

3. It is apparent that Paul did not believe that believers had to be circumcised after salvation, refusing to circumcise Titus and withstanding the Judaizers in Antioch and Jerusalem.  Gal. 2:1,3

4. Timothy’s father was apparently a man of some prominence; this meant that all the Jews in the area were aware of the fact that Timothy had not been circumcised.

5. The Jews would then have considered him a Gentile; the Greeks would have considered him a Jew since he was raised in his mother’s faith.

6. Paul knew that Timothy was going to be involved in a ministry that would expose him to many unbelieving and believing Jews, and so he circumcises him to remove the only stumbling-block.

7. Paul steadfastly resisted any attempt to impose circumcision on Gentile converts as a Ph1 or Ph2 means of spirituality.

8. Timothy would only be considered Jewish in the eyes of the Jewish world if he had complied with the ritual of circumcision.

9. Therefore, it was right and expedient for Paul to have him circumcised; not to appease legalistic believers, but to remove any obstacle from the Jews.

10. He did not circumcise Timothy for any reason of spiritual advance or acceptance, he merely did it eliminate any unnecessary problems that Timothy would otherwise have faced in gaining an audience among the Jews.

11. If he was not circumcised, he would continually give offense to the Jews and provide no advantage to the cause of Gentile freedom; therefore, Paul voluntarily removes this stumbling block.
I. Timothy’s willingness to submit to the ritual of circumcision and leave his home and family certainly demonstrate his self-denial and strength of resolve.

J. Paul then apparently had Timothy ordained by the presbytery or local council of elders in Derbe and Lystra.  Acts 14:21-23; ITim. 4:14; IITim. 1:6

1. Paul reminds Timothy about his ordination (showing the importance Paul attached to functioning under the duly authorized chain of command) many years after the fact.

2. It is evident that Paul took part in this ordination along with an administrative and authoritative body of local elders. 

3. Although not mentioned in Acts, it appears that Paul’s choice of Timothy for this ministry, as well as his ordination of him, were linked to certain prophecies that had been made with respect to Timothy.  ITim. 4:14

K. There is nothing in the Bible that even remotely suggests that Timothy did not excel as Paul’s assistant, functioning toward several churches and acting in difficult situations on Paul’s behalf.

1. Timothy permanently joined the apostolic team on the second journey (Acts 16:2), and apparently continued with him until he returned to Jerusalem.  Acts 20:4

2. He was entrusted to return to Thessalonica and report on the situation there.  IThess. 3:1-6

3. While Paul was in Ephesus, he sent Timothy into Macedonia for the purpose of reporting back to Paul on the state of the Corinthian church.  Acts 19:22; ICor. 4:17,16:10-11

4. He was loyal to Paul during his first imprisonment in Rome and is mentioned in the salutations of the prison epistles to Ephesus, Colossae, and Philemon, indicating that Timothy was present with him.

5. He was intending to send Timothy to Philippi to check on the status of that local church, and speaks of him in very glowing terms.  Phil. 2:19-22

6. Following Paul’s release from his Roman prison, he entrusts Timothy with the very difficult task of restoring order to a local church that had defected from the sound doctrine Paul had taught them.  Acts 20:29-30; ITim. 1:3

L. Although some have sought to denigrate Timothy and his character based on some of the instructions in the two letters to him, a careful study of the epistles indicates that Paul considered Timothy to have quality character and unswerving loyalty to Paul.  ITim. 1:2,18, 4:6,10, 6:20; IITim. 1:2,14, 3:10

M. Because of his relative youth Timothy (probably in his early thirties) was instructed to avoid youthful indiscretions (IItim. 2:22), and not to allow older people to make an issue out of his age.  ITim. 4:12

N. It appears that Timothy’s health was somewhat frail, and he may not have been as robust as some of his colleagues.  ITim. 5:23

O. There are some indications that Timothy may have been somewhat of a shy, introverted sort of person since Paul challenges him with certain demands.

1. Some have suggested that the command to the church of Corinth was given based on the fact that Paul was aware of Timothy’s reticence.  ICor. 16:10-11

2. Paul challenges him repeatedly to fight the good fight and not to exhibit timidity, shame, or fear.  ITim. 1:18, 6:12; IITIm. 1:6-8, 2:1,3

V. Occasion and purpose.

A. While there are many theories about the purpose for writing, the occasion was the problem of false teachers and false doctrine that had come to exist in the church at Ephesus.

B. Paul had warned the Ephesian elders that they were going to be the targets of both external attacks and internal deviations from the faith.  Acts 20:29-30

C. This quickly came to pass, and such men as Hymenaeus and Alexander were prime examples of the deviations from sound doctrine.  ITim. 1:19-20; IITim. 2:17-18

D. The initial charge of I Timothy, which Paul had commanded verbally before his departure, certainly confirms that Timothy was to begin his work by immediately striking at the root of the problems—false teachers.  ITim. 1:3

E. Paul desired Timothy to provide a corrective to the sick church by continually emphasizing healthy doctrine.  ITim. 1:10, 6:3

F. Further, he is to make provision for putting trustworthy men into the two positions of leadership within the local church, who would likewise adhere to the truth.  ITim. 2:2

1. A single pastor-teacher.  ITim. 3:1-7

2. Multiple deacons.  ITim. 3:8-13

G. Sound teachers and sound teaching are the most effective means to equip individual believers with the truth, which will enable them to reject that which is deceptive and dangerous to their own spiritual health. 

H. These two things are necessary to provide the discernment by which believers can effectively evaluate people and issues.  Prov. 1:2-5

I. Additionally, this epistle serves to confirm Timothy as Paul’s personal representative in Ephesus as he carried out the difficult assignment of restoring that church to an acceptable status. 

J. Therefore, Paul writes this letter to reinforce Timothy’s rights and authority to act in Ephesus according to Paul’s instructions.

K. While it is clear that the letter is addressed to Timothy (just as the other two pastorals are addressed to a single individual), it is equally clear from the close of these letters that a wider audience was in view.  ITim. 6:21; IITim. 4:22; Tit. 3:15
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