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1 Timothy 3:14-16 

        Welcome back to 1 Timothy! We have completed our Christmas series 
and now return to the book of 1 Timothy. These next weeks will tell us how far 
we will get in this great little book, but for now here we go! 

        This morning we are taking on the last short section of chapter 3, verses 
14-16. In my mind, it kind of sums up where we have been and where it is that 
we are going. It’s as if Paul wrote instructions, gives them a centralized name 
here, and then continues to lay out more of the same. And in so doing, he pulls 
out a most glorious statement about Jesus. Jesus is the reason for all of these 
instructions. It is not just that Paul is concerned about the behavior of God’s 
people. It is that as God’s people, we represent Jesus. Therefore our lives ought 
to reflect that. We are not just people, a group of people, a church of people. 
We are Christians, bearing the name of our Savior. Everywhere we go, we 
represent Him. Therefore, our behavior, our concern for truth ought to reflect 
that. 

        I invite you to turn with me to 1 Timothy 3:14-16. As we read it, notice 
the point of it, but then notice how the reason for the point is actually larger 
than the point being made. In other words, whenever Paul starts talking about 
Jesus, he can’t help himself. He goes over the top! READ. 

  

Main point: Our conduct and confession ought to be fitting of the Church of 
Jesus Christ. 

  

        A good summary of the main message of the book of 1 Timothy could be, 
“Our conduct and confession ought to be fitting of the Church of Jesus Christ.” 
That is what this book is about, put in the terms of godliness. The whole book 



is about godliness, and what godliness looks like in the life of the church. Paul 
wants godly men, godly women, godly leaders, godly pastors, godly parishioners, 
godly teachers. It all involves godliness. And as he puts it here, it is all because of 
Jesus. Paul calls it “the mystery of godliness.” That is what we are about this 
morning, unpacking the necessity of the mystery of godliness. Why? Because we 
represent Jesus. So, sit back and expect to be hit between the eyes with a 2x4. 
That’s what usually happens when we seek God’s perspective in godliness. 
Right? (2 parts) 

I. The behavior of God’s people is of first importance. vv. 14-15 

        It matters to God, it matters to those like Paul who speak for God how the 
people of God conduct themselves. The truth is God’s people have His name on 
them so whatever we do reflects on Him. That’s why Paul wrote this letter to 
Timothy and His Church. 

        Let me step back for a moment to put this all into context. There is a real 
reason why this issue of behavior comes up and is of first importance, and it is 
not what you might automatically think. Almost all “religions” are based on 
behavior. To please the god or gods, one has to live a certain way, do certain 
things, not do other things. You live that way so that you might please the god or 
gods and they would accept you and reward you. This is how religion works: you 
live a certain way, the god notices and rewards. You fail to live a certain way and 
the god notices and punishes you. This is how the natural minds expects these 
things to go. It is all performance based, behavior based. To most people, this is 
what it means to be religious: you care about behavior because you want your god 
to notice, accept and reward you. 

        But the Christian faith is exactly the opposite of this. Our acceptance by our 
God is NOT based on performance, NOT based on behavior. He chooses us for 
His own reasons, He calls us, He saves us, He rewards us with life, abundant life, 
eternal life…and we have done nothing to earn it, deserve it, purchase it. He does 
it all. All we do is receive it, accept it, call upon the name of the Lord to save us 
wretched sinners. It is called the gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ. Jesus did 
it so you don’t have to. This is exactly 180 degrees opposite with religions. We 
are NOT performance based. 



        But this is where we meet the problem. If our acceptance by God is not based 
on our behavior but comes to us as a gift of His grace, then why should we 
behave???? If all of our sins are forgiven, past, present, and future, then what’s to 
stop us from living any way we please? After all, we ARE the Free Church, right? 
That means we are free to live any way we want, right? 

        For those who are wondering, this is all laid out in the book of Romans, 
particularly ch.5-8. There Paul deals with this very issue, why we should behave a 
certain way if God gives us salvation by His grace and not our behavior. And the 
basic answer he gives in chapter 6 of Romans parallels the answer he gives here in 
1 Timothy: you live a certain way because Jesus’ name is attached to you. Yes, it 
is true that Jesus came to save sinners and that His saving you was to show His 
great power in saving sinners, so the worse you are the better He looks. Yes, that 
is true. But should this lead us to keep on sinning so He might look even better? 
“Perish the thought!” Paul says. Perish the thought that you should behave badly 
so Jesus can be seen as even more gracious and forgiving. Perish the thought that 
you keep on sinning because you live under grace and not law! “Don’t go there,” 
Paul warns. 

        The behavior of God’s people matters to God because His name is on you. 
People look at you and associate you with Him. Your behavior reflects poorly on 
not just you, but on your church, on His Church, on your Church’s Savior. Your 
behavior matters. But you can see that this all stems from the fact that we are 
children of the gospel, recipients of the gospel, not people trying to please their 
god so they might be accepted. This whole problem is due to the fantastic news 
that is the gospel. 

        So, with this in mind, let’s look at what Paul tells Timothy in a sort of 
summary form in ch. 3. 

  

v.14- I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so 
that,  15 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. 



  

Notice here that Paul references back and forward within the letter. The 
things he has already said and the things he will go on to say are all included. He 
would like to do this in person, but he can’t right now. But the issue is 
important enough that it can’t wait until he some day gets there. This is much 
too important. Clearly, word has come to him about the behavior of the people 
of the Ephesus church. Their behavior needed to change, and change NOW. 

Well, what has he written about already? What are the sort of behavior 
issues that needed to change right now? They were listening to false teachers. 
That needed to change. They were utilizing the law wrongfully. That needed to 
change. They were attaching status to law keeping. Their prayer meetings were a 
mess. They had rebellion against male authority within the church. I suspect 
from chapter 3 that they were not using standards of godliness when 
considering people for leadership. These are some of the issues he has addressed 
thus far. 

He will go on to talk further about false teachers, demonically influenced 
teachers and leaders, a lack of respect for the office of pastor (particularly a 
young pastor like Timothy). They had a lack of respect for seniors, an abuse of 
church generosity by some who just didn’t want to support their own family 
members, a lack of respect for the pastoral vocation. Should I go on? All of 
these issues needed to change, were of first importance, not because their 
salvation depended on it (Paul prefaces all of this in chapter 1 that he was the 
worst of sinners), but because it was reflecting poorly on their Savior. 

Notice his choice of words in addressing them, the piling up of terms: 
“household of God, the church of the living God, a pillar and buttress of the 
truth.” That’s quite a mouthful. The church at Ephesus was not like some club, 
or community organization, or random group of people with some common 
interests, like the book of the month club. No, the church is the household of 
God. Can you see how this elevates things? This is the family group of God. 
Our Savior is the Head of this household. Remember back to earlier in the 
chapter and the qualifications for elders and deacons? They must manage their 



households well. So, what does it say about our God if His household is a mess 
and the people in it don’t care? 

The church is the church of the living God, meaning the One true God, 
the only One who actually exists. Again, what does it say about Him when His 
people have no regard for their behavior? What would you say if you walked 
into a classroom and there was chaos among the students? You’d question the 
qualifications of the teacher, right? We are the church of the living God! 

We are “a pillar and buttress of the truth.” We are not just a group of 
people, we represent truth, we stand tall and solid for the truth, we stand against 
those who attack the truth. We are to live and behave in such a way as to give 
confidence to those who might be weighing the claims of Scripture, of 
Christianity. They are looking at us and determining whether they can trust our 
message. We must never have a “whatever” attitude. We stand for the truth of 
God. 

Can you see how Paul frames this? He could have put it in terms of sin, 
“People, quit sinning!” But he doesn’t. It would have been right and fitting if he 
had, but that is not how he wants us to see the issue. That might actually 
confuse us. He frames it in terms of what we represent, the uniform we are 
wearing, the name that is attached to us, both individually and collectively. We 
are a part of something bigger than ourselves. We are gathered as the Church of 
Jesus Christ and people are watching! 

That makes our behavior of first importance. Now I want to be clear here 
in the opposite direction. I am NOT talking about legalism. Paul is NOT 
calling us to a legalistic understanding of the gospel. Legalism picks out certain 
cultural “sins” and attaches a high importance to them, overlooking issues that 
are actually addressed in Scripture. The Pharisees represented the legalistic class 
in Jesus’ day. They prided themselves in their behavior and shamed all who 
failed to live up to them. There are legalists in every tradition, including ours. 
This is not promoting legalism. There is NO godliness in legalism. Such 
behaviors might make you feel like you are godly, but that is an illusion. In my 
growing up years, it was alcohol, dancing, movies and playing cards. You’d have 
to come up with the list of today. 



But I am saying that the behavior of God’s people is of first importance. 
What does your behavior say about you? What view of Christianity do your 
neighbors have based on what they see in you? The truth is that you are not just 
a person, a person who lives in Seward County Nebraska. You are a Christian. 
You are not just a dad at a basketball game. You are a Christian dad at a 
basketball game. How does your behavior reflect on your Savior? You are not 
just an employee of this firm or that school, or some government bureaucracy, 
you are a Christian representing His people in all that you do. Your behavior 
matters to Him. Your conduct in His church matters to Him. The way you 
treat the leadership of your church, the elderly among us matters to Him. How 
you handle His Word matters to Him. Are you catching the point? 
 

II. Our model of godliness on display is Jesus Himself.  v. 16 

  

In order for us to properly understand who we are and how we must live, 
we must look to the One at the center of it all: Jesus Himself. He is both the 
core of the truth we defend and the model of godliness we follow. It seems to 
me that Paul has pulled out the big guns here. Or, it could be as elsewhere, when 
Paul starts talking about Jesus he just can’t help himself! 

  

        16 Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: He was 
manifested in the flesh, vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed 
among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory. 

  

Paul continues the thought of being the pillar and buttress of the truth by 
citing a common confession of the early church. This confession is distinguished 
by its lofty scope using minimal words. 

Flipped around, Paul here says the mystery of godliness we all confess is 
very great. I do not want to gloss over the centrality of godliness here. This 



whole book is about godliness: godliness in behavior, godliness in leadership, 
godliness in genders, generations, churches, board rooms. Concern for godliness 
permeates this book. 

Here, though, Paul takes it to an even higher level. There is a level of 
godliness that we all confess that is hard to fathom but binds us all together. 
The thought behind mystery is not really mysterious but instead something that 
was hidden and now revealed. It may have confused people before His time, but 
it has been revealed and is clear to all who would look on it. This is what 
godliness looks like: Jesus. Jesus modeled godliness. Notice His name is not 
mentioned, but He is clearly at the center. This is a poem, a confession, a hymn 
perhaps about Jesus, to Jesus. It is very short, written in form, easily 
remembered, filled with truth. 

There are 6 short statements here, each one passive in form. Jesus is the 
unmentioned subject of every verb. I remind you here that we considered this 
verse last Sunday as we pondered Jesus giving up glory for more glory. This is a 
great recitation of the incarnation. 

1)  Jesus was manifested in the flesh- He was made visible to the naked 
eye. There it is, the incarnation, as John put it in John 1:14, “The 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” Or, as Paul put it in Phil. 
2:8, “And being found in human form.” Jesus took on a form that we 
could recognize. He became one of us. He was put on display. 

2)  Jesus was vindicated by the Spirit- This one is hard to determine 
whether it means the Holy Spirit declared His holiness, or perhaps in 
His spirit He lived out godliness. The word, spirit, can easily be both. 
But the point is that the Spirit testified that He succeeded. 

3)  Jesus was seen by angels- The heavenly beings were watching and 
thus serve as witnesses of His godliness. He bridged the gap between 
heaven and earth, divine and human. All could now see Him and 
determine whether He was who He claimed to be. 



4)  Jesus was proclaimed among the nations- Not only was He now 
known by the Jews, but also by those who were far from God. The 
truth of His life and significance has gone out to the whole earth. Can 
you see how this not only lifts up Jesus in a most lofty way, but also is 
right on point concerning godliness? How much more of a fishbowl 
existence is there than that the whole world knows about you and can 
weigh whether your claims and your behavior line up? 

5)  Jesus is believed on in the world- Not only has the world heard the 
report. But the world has embraced Jesus as their own. This is one of 
the strongest arguments for me of the claims for Christianity. The 
gospel spread far and wide, and not just among the Jews whom you 
would expect. Indeed, it was embraced primarily by those who were 
NOT Jewish. They had no natural ties to the Jewish faith. And yet, 
they believed in the Jewish Messiah without themselves becoming 
Jewish. Amazing! 

6)  Jesus was taken up in glory- This could be referring to the 
resurrection or to the ascension. Both would fit the wording and 
purpose. Both are true. Perhaps both were intended. How much more 
visible could you be than raised from the dead and ascended from the 
earth? This is the epitome of godliness attested to by God Himself. 
This was not some salesman who peddled a fanciful message and then 
died. This is someone who lived a most public life, made the most 
absolute statements about Himself, and ended His time on earth in the 
most dramatic “only God could do such a thing” way. And then we 
remember His final message, “I’m coming back!” 

  

        Wow! What a statement! What a powerful, concise doxology! I’m really 
surprised it hasn’t caught on with song writers. Someone ought to be able to 
turn that into a song worth singing. 

But remember, the context is the need for godliness among God’s people. 
And the statement being made here is: this is our example. This is our model. 



This is what a godly person looks like. He lived for all to see, was filled with 
integrity, and attested to by the heavenly hosts. You have His name on you. 
How you live reflects on Him! People associate you and how you live with 
Him…and they are right to do so! Yes, I think our behavior matters. This is 
who we are following! 

  

If we believe this passage is the Word of God, then what should be different 
about our lives? 

  

1) We will care about our character. 

2) We will live in a way that is consistent with our status, our calling. We 

will bear fruit consistent with godliness. 

3) We will remember whose name is attached to ours. 

4) We will seek to represent our Savior well. 

5) We will remember that people are watching us. 

6) We will exalt Jesus as our standard bearer. 

 


