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1 Timothy 4:6-16 

        As we continue our study of Paul’s first letter to Timothy, we are at a 
point where Paul is addressing Timothy specifically. Up to this point, he has 
addressed the church, the men, the women, the leaders. But here, he speaks 
directly to Timothy as the pastor. To this end, it is not hard to see his 
tenderness, his desire to bolster the confidence of his young protégé. And yet, as 
always there is here an intended message for Timothy’s church. When he writes 
here, “Don’t let anyone despise your youth,” do you think that is intended only 
for Timothy? Of course not! It is directed to the congregation to quit despising 
Timothy simply because he is a young pastor. It is meant to chide, to warn, to 
chastise the congregation. 

        So, here we are in a section which challenges a young pastor about what 
God’s expects from pastoral ministry. I am preaching it at the very end of my 
time here at Hillcrest, indeed, the end of my career as a preaching pastor. My 
replacement is on the way, but he doesn’t fit the mold of a “young pastor.” He 
is a seasoned veteran, well prepared for leading this church. So, how should we 
approach this text? In some ways, this is an older me preaching to a younger me. 
I lived out all of these issues. I had people in my first church who thought it was 
their calling to train me to be a pastor, which really meant to fit their mold of 
what a pastor should be, essentially to do their bidding. Yes, I’ve lived that 
dream! 

        But in another real sense, I am preaching this text to you so that you can 
know what your expectations ought to be for your pastor. Here we find things 
God views as priorities for pastoral ministry. And I dare say that they often are 
NOT front and center for a congregation. In other words, as important as is 
what is mentioned here are all the things that are NOT mentioned here. Things 
we too often have as priority expectations, like church growth and strong budget 
reports. Such things may be priorities for the church, but they ought not be the 
priority concerns of the pastor. I know for the past 30 years, the first thing I 



have done every week is analyze the giving report for the past Sunday. I 
shouldn’t be bogged down by such things, but I certainly am. 

        So, hear these words from the apostle Paul to the young pastor he left to 
lead his church. Know that they are directed at you as much as they were 
directed at pastor Timothy. READ 1 Timothy 4:6-16. 

  

Main point: The priorities of pastoral ministry ought to be living a godly life 
and faithfully conveying the word of God. 

  

        That’s what we see here in a nutshell. Timothy, devote yourself to living a 
godly life and teaching and preaching the Scriptures with authenticity and 
conviction. If you do, God will be pleased with you. And the unspoken corollary 
to this is: if you set out to please those under your authority, you will never get 
there and in the process, you will drive yourself nuts! Sorry, that’s Curt’s 
perspective added in from his own experience. (2 parts) 

 

I. Pastor, train yourself in godliness. vv. 6-11 

        As a leader of God’s people, the most important thing you can do is tend to 
your own spiritual life, or as the text words it here, train yourself for godliness. 
Focus on your own life. Clearly, unspoken but surely intended, as their pastor, 
people will first watch you rather than listen to you. You have to make sure your 
message and your life line up. So, be diligent in tending to your spiritual life. 

  

v. 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.  

  



The ESV takes a bit of liberty here with the original giving the impression 
that a word is repeated throughout when it is not. Here in v.6, the word 
translated “being trained” is not the same word found in vv. 7 and 8. Here it 
really is a word meaning nourished or fed. The latter word refers to exercise 
from which we get our English word gymnasium. But here, the emphasis is on 
feeding, nourishing. And the point is that you have to feed yourself on Scripture 
and sound doctrine. In other words, do not neglect the feeding of your soul on 
God’s Word. This is of primary importance. 

I remember when I first became a pastor and I came to the realization that 
the church was paying me to have my devotions! What a bizarre concept to a 
new pastor. I actually felt guilty, as if I ought to have such devotions on my own 
time. But no, this IS a primary work of a pastor: feeding his own soul on the 
Word of God. You will be a good servant, a faithful teacher if you tend to your 
own spiritual life. 

Now, I want to make clear that this looks different for every pastor. I 
know some pastors who spend a certain amount of time each day doing just 
that. That may work wonderfully well for some, but it ought not be the 
standard for all. I know for me, I am teaching so many times per week that I 
seem to go from one teaching to the next. I feed myself on the next text I am 
teaching and then I walk and ponder that text. That fits quite well for me, but 
again, that can’t be the expectation for all pastors. Daily and weekly routines are 
individual, they ought to fit who we are. But there ought to be an expectation 
that the pastor be granted enough time in his schedule to feed himself 
spiritually. He cannot give out what he has not taken in. Once more, it looks 
different for every pastor, but it dare not be ignored. 

  

7 Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths. Rather train yourself 
for godliness;  

  



Once more, the ESV has taken some liberty here. Other translations have 
it as “old wives’ tales.” Have nothing to do with old wives’ tales. In other words, 
there is an endless list of things you can focus on, causes of the day, speculative 
theories to banter about. Certainly the covid issues were prime examples of that! 
I could have spent all of my time dealing with government, the church and 
covid! As a pastor, I could focus on any or all such issues…but it would come at 
the expense of immersing myself in the Word of God. Don’t go there. Ignore 
the hot topic of the day. Instead, keep focused on that which will actually 
increase your godliness. 

Can you see how this might upset some people in your congregation who 
bring such topics to you and want to convince you to share their perspective? As 
a people pleaser (which I am convinced Timothy had the tendency to be), this 
temptation to divert attention here or there is always strong. It is much harder 
to say, “No,” to keep focused on the important stuff rather than the trendy or 
pressing stuff. But to be a good pastor, you have to keep your focus on growing 
in godliness. 

Once more, can you see the ongoing focus on godliness in this short 
letter? It permeates the letter. Paul wants Timothy’s church in Ephesus to focus 
on godliness, here godly pastors. Use godliness as your lens, your filter, your 
daily planner. Do what it takes to strengthen your godliness. 

  

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. 

  

Here, it is obvious that training or exercise is in focus. He compares the 
real, but temporary benefit of working out physically to working out in 
godliness. Yes, I worked out a lot when I was young, I exercised a lot, but it has 
done me very little good now. Such training only helps for a while. But 
expending such energy in working out spiritually will last this lifetime and 
beyond. Developing spiritual strength can have an impact for life. It is time well 



spent. Again, make sure you allow time in your schedule for developing, 
strengthening, training your spiritual muscles. 

Why is Paul writing this? Doesn’t Timothy know this? Of course he 
knows this. But there is this very real thing called the tyranny of the urgent. You 
know how it impacts you in your line of work, it is the same way or worse as a 
pastor. You really are on call 24/7 and you have to be ready to drop whatever 
you are doing at a moment’s notice to deal with the people who walk in the 
door or call on the phone or send you a message. We are in the people business 
and the customer always comes first. Right? But it is VERY easy to get so 
caught up in dealing with the latest thing to come across your path that you 
ignore the things you are actually called to do. It happens all the time. I was 
called here to preach, to teach, to lead, and to faithfully live out the life I preach 
and teach. I’m convinced that most of you here this morning would be 
flabbergasted to know the sorts of things we are faced with which have nothing 
to do with preaching, teaching, or leading. I would give examples but doing so 
would certainly offend those who have brought such things forward. Just know 
that servant minded people lovers will always face such tensions. We need words 
like these to remind us to focus on the important rather than the urgent. 

   

9 The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance. 

  

It is impossible to know whether this statement ought to be attached to 
v.8 or v.10. One of them must have been a common saying of the day, but I 
can’t tell which one it is. I lean toward v.10. 

  

 10 For to this end we toil and strive, because we have our hope set on the 
living God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who 
believe. 11 Command and teach these things.    

  



This is why we labor, this is why we work so hard, because we believe 
wholeheartedly in our Savior, who offers the only real hope there is for this 
fallen world. Pastor, have this permanently imprinted on your forehead, 
emblazoned on your heart. This is why you do what you do: your future is in 
the hands of your God, your Savior. He is your only hope. He is your people’s 
only hope. He is this world’s only hope. You do what you do for Him! Don’t 
ever forget that! Teach that, preach that, plead with people about that. There is 
hope in no one or no thing else. 

Can you see how Paul is trying to bolster Timothy to keep the main thing 
the main thing? Can you see how he is telling him to set aside other things, even 
important things for this cause? Can you see how he is telling Timothy’s 
congregation that this is what it means to be a pastor, that everything else comes 
second to this? Can you see how he is preaching to the congregation to let 
Timothy focus on the important things rather than put upon him countless 
potential other things? 

It seems to me that the scenario in Ephesus was a group of very strong 
people who were pushing around their young pastor. Perhaps they wanted to 
show him who was boss, who really ran things in the church. And Paul is 
pushing back. Don’t let those bullies push you around. Don’t let them set the 
agenda. Keep focused on your mission, your God-given mission rather than the 
agenda of the sheep in your flock. Work to please the King, not the sheep! 
 

II. Pastor, teach and live out what you have learned.  vv. 12-16 

        Here, Paul reminds Timothy to stand strong, preach boldly, and do what 
he was called by God to do, great words for all pastors to hear, especially so for 
those who are younger. 

  

        12 Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers an example 
in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. 

  



How many times have I contemplated these words! How many times have 
they been a comfort to me! I’ve certainly been in this position, having church 
leaders think it is their duty to train me, chastise me from the perspective that 
they know better how to do my job. What audacity must a young pastor have to 
stand before people and declare, “Hear the Word of the LORD!” Who does he 
think he is? But wait, isn’t that what they said about Jesus? “Is not this Joseph’s 
son?” (Luke 4:22) Now, Paul will later in the letter instruct Timothy how to 
treat older men and women in the church, his elders by age. But here, he is 
reminding Timothy that he has been called to this position of authority and 
needs to carry out the mission no matter how young or inexperienced he might 
be. The word of God is the word of God. Truth is truth, no matter how old the 
one proclaiming it. 

Oh yes, it is very easy to dismiss teaching you don’t like for one reason or 
the other, here because of the age of the preacher. But that is on you, not the 
preacher. Don’t let people use your age as a weapon against you. The truth is 
that maturity and age are not the same thing. There are quite seasoned citizens 
who are less mature than a teenager. There are young men and women who are 
wise beyond their years. Clearly, Paul and others saw something in Timothy to 
view him qualified to lead this important church. He had the tools, he spent 
time with his mentor, he had the confirming affirmation from God. Don’t let 
people berate you for lack you experience. You were called to lead. 

Can you see how this is directed as much at the congregation as it is at 
Timothy? Stop beating up your pastor because you think more highly of 
yourselves than you ought! He is your pastor, called by God and placed in this 
position in a process acceptable to all. Leave him alone! Let him do what God 
has called him to do. 

Now to Timothy, he says, “be an example to them.” Live a life of 
integrity before them. Shame them by your godliness or don’t give them 
ammunition.  Can you see how living a life of godliness is so crucial to the 
mission? Just keep living a godly life and they will be shamed by God for their 
shameful behavior. Again, every pastor needs to hear these words. Every young 
pastor needs to imprint them on his heart. You will need them. Sheep bite! 



 13 Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to 
exhortation, to teaching. 

  

        See it again? Keep your focus on Scripture, reading it, preaching it (that’s 
the exhortation part), tearing it apart for better understanding. You just keep 
preaching the word. Don’t let the naysayers get to you. Notice here that Paul is 
issuing a veiled threat to the congregation, “I’m on my way!” But to Timothy, 
just stay focused on the Word of God. Do what you’ve been called there to do. 
I once heard a pastor friend from another tradition give a sermon where about 
13 minutes of a 15 minute sermon was an illustration about a cat! 

  

 14 Do not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when 
the council of elders laid their hands on you. 

  

        Remind yourself that you have been called here. Others have seen your 
giftedness and set you apart for ministry. The elders agreed, God affirmed 
through prophetic utterance. The congregation saw it when they laid their hands 
on you. Remind yourself as often as necessary that you work for an audience of 
one. You don’t work for the sheep. I remember clearly being told in my first 
church, “You forgot who brought you to the dance!” 

  

 15 Practice these things, immerse yourself in them, so that all may see your 
progress.  

  

        Notice the emphasis on progress here. The standard, the measure is NOT 
perfection. But there is an expectation of progress. Arrogance is thinking you 
have arrived. Humility is admitting there will always be a ways to go but you are 



making progress. That ought to be the expectation of the congregation. We 
should always be growing, maturing, all of us, even the most seasoned among us. 
I know I am in a growing phase right now. You may not know this, but I’ve 
never faced retirement before! I have some growing to do! 

But notice again the emphasis on living it out, immersing oneself in the 
things of God, devoting the time and effort to be a good example. 

  

16 Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so 
doing you will save both yourself and your hearers. 

  

        Never stop self-examination, self-evaluation. Be diligent in tending to your 
life, to your teaching. Do not coast! As a dear friend has put it to me, “There is 
no such thing as spiritual inertia!” Give effort to these things and everyone will 
be better off for it. Your ministry, whether to yourself or to others, will bear 
fruit if you keep your focus on this. 

As I stated at the outset, this passage is directly focused on pastors, young 
pastors like Timothy. Every pastor needs to ponder these truths. But it is equally 
focused on the church. The pastor’s job is hard, overwhelming much of the 
time. I know I am ready and eager to offload the weight of ministry that I have 
carried around every day for over 30 years. Of necessity the load is heavy. That 
is the calling of pastor. 

But a church can either lighten or add weight to that load. They can either 
encourage or further burden their shepherd. And younger pastors are easy 
targets. Young staff members are easy targets. It’s kind of like parenting. 
Parenting looks easy until you actually have kids! Your perspective on children 
pitching a fit in the aisles of Walmart changes when you have young children of 
your own! So, I don’t expect the church to understand what it is like to pastor 
people, but I do expect the church to extend grace and mercy. Pastoral ministry 
is hard enough, don’t make it harder! 



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

  

        1) We will check our hearts to see if we value pastoral ministry as God 
does. 

        2) We will seek opportunities to understand and express appreciation for 
those in authority over us. 

        3) We will allow those over us to focus on the main things. 

        4) We will measure by faithfulness, not numbers. 

        5) We will encourage growth, not perfection. 

        6) We will seek opportunities to allow young pastors to get experience. 

 


