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In the home in which I was born and raised, there were certain rules of conduct to abide
by. All the children of our family learned these rules and came to understand that for
their own enjoyment and comfort, it was a good idea to live by them as long as we were
part of the household. Years later, when Loraine and I married and established our own
household, we in turn adopted some rules of conduct to raise our own children by. 

The First letter of the Apostle Paul to Timothy, found in our New Testament, in many
ways resembles what we may correctly understand as specific instructions regarding how
God’s children are to conduct themselves as God’s household. It is true that the letter was
written for a specific church situation, to Timothy as he was left at the church in Ephesus
by the Apostle with a charge to deal with certain issues in that particular congregation.
There is a noticeable urgency in the Apostle’s concern that these issues be properly cared
for since it did indeed involve conduct in the home of the living God. 

But we believe that in the wisdom of God, he had Paul pen these words not just for that
one local situation, but as a divine pattern for the proper conduct in God’s church for all
ages. Indeed this wisdom for the church family touches many issues that churches today
still struggle with such as questions about- how we are to worship God, how we choose
our church leaders, how we receive members, the role of women, and how we discipline
ourselves in love. 



In the middle of these instructions, Paul clearly reveals his own heart concern to Timothy
and the exact purpose for his letter. We have chosen this portion for our text because it
also reveals the majestic concept the Apostle held of the church as God’s own creation
and for that reason, the most unique house in all the earth. As we listen carefully, we will
hear his personal concern not only for Timothy but for the welfare of the church at
Ephesus in this crisis. Then we will hear revealed the double design that the Lord has for
maintaining his church in the world. (text-vss.14-16) 

First of all, there can be no doubt as to the purpose of this personal letter and the
Apostle’s charge to timothy : “ that thou mayest know how thou oughtest to behave
thyself in the house of God..”. 

Paul was in hopes of rejoining Timothy at Ephesus shortly, but was evidently already
conscious of the very real possibility of a lengthy delay. The situation in Ephesus
however permitted of no delay for it concerned the heart of God’s work-the welfare of
his own house. Timothy therefore must understand what action he himself would be
required to take. For this reason, the instructions are detailed and specific as well as the
errors that required correction; errors in the teaching ministry of some of the elders.
These errors were so serious that they were endangering the message of the gospel itself,
side-tracking the church into things that caused questions and arguments rather than
godly edifying and the saving of souls. Timothy was charged with waging spiritual
warfare by faith and a good conscience which some of these teachers had already
neglected making shipwreck of their faith.
 
THE HOUSE OF GOD 
In verse fifteen, Paul refers to the church in such majestic terms that he forces us to stop
and remember just what the church represents in the mind of God. In essence, he is
telling Timothy in graphic language that the Lord himself has created the church for his
own glory and has a double design in maintaining every church healthy in the midst of
the sinful societies in which He plants them. 

By calling the church “the house of God”, he reminds us that the local assembly of saints
is the place of God’s abode; the home wherein God reveals himself unto his own
children, the resting-place of his redeeming love which he has of old appointed. Compare
what the same Apostle says of this reality to the Corinthian saints (2 Cor.6:16-18). 
Blessed indeed is the church which has realized this first purpose of God in establishing
her on earth and so continues to enjoy the Lord’s presence and his purifying and healing
power in her midst. This explains the urgency in Paul’s letter and his zeal regarding the
things that needed correcting in the congregational life at Ephesus. May the saints of God
in this place be just such a building, fitly framed together, and growing up into a holy
temple in the Lord, for a habitation of God through the Spirit. 

THE PILLAR & GROUND OF THE TRUTH 
But then he adds that the church of the living God is itself, “the pillar and ground of the
truth”. This is one of those incredible statements from scripture that need to be burned



into our minds. It is even more remarkable that this is the only place that refers to the
church in these terms. When such a declaration appears in scripture, we need to stop and
make special note of that occurrence. At first glance, we expect that these nouns should
be reversed, for we are accustomed to think of the church itself as being founded upon
the truth of the gospel, and so it is. 

But here it is the church which supports the truth both as a supporting pillar as well as
serving as truth’s foundation. This vivid picture is teaching us that the second purpose
God has in sustaining a church in the world is that it may preserve and uphold the gospel
truth among men. As we keep that image of God’s church in our mind, some amazing
implications immediately burst upon us just as I believe they did to Timothy when he
first read it. The most obvious implication is that every church has received from God a
priceless treasure which is God’s divinely revealed truth in Jesus Christ. It was said by
Paul in another letter that the Jews of old had a distinct advantage since “unto them were
committed the oracles of God”. But now the revelation is complete and the gift of the
Holy Spirit of truth has been given to the church which is the greatest treasure of all. 
In modern terminology, the implication is that every church should think of itself as a
neighborhood branch of God’s spiritual bank of truth wherein he has deposited his most
valuable and precious gift this world has ever known. The church then becomes the
steward entrusted with this treasure and is charged by the master with it’s utmost care
and use for His glory and the salvation of sinners. Every true minister called of God
beginning with Paul and passed on to a succession of Timothys knows this instinctively
and sets about to lead the church in fulfilling this as her prime directive on earth. 

If the church is the pillar of the truth, surely the implication is that the truth of God is
only going to be seen and taken notice of as she holds it forth as a “city on the hill”.
Though the language is different, this idea is common in the gospels as well as the
epistles. (read Mt. 5:13-16; and Phil.2:12-16) The church in every age and place should
ask herself the question, “when the world around us looks at the visible church, what are
they able to see of this glorious truth ?” 

CONDUCT DRIVEN BY TRUTH 
If the church herself is the foundation of the truth, surely she must live by it. She must
take extreme care to fully support the faith once delivered and honor it in every possible
way “adorning the doctrine of God”. The church must have a holy fear of damaging the
truth or allowing it to erode through neglect, zealously defending it against the errors of
false teaching and any confusing mixtures from man’s philosophies and traditions.
Indeed the top priority of every Christian church regarding this truth must be to obey it,
proclaim it, and zealously defend and preserve it. 

In 1953, a man named John Bright wrote a classic of biblical theology entitled “The
Kingdom of God”. John Bright was a professor in the field of biblical archeology and a
recognized authority on the history of Israel. In the book he traces the rise and fall of the
faith of the Jews in the Old Testament, the coming of Messiah in fulfillment of the gospel
promises made to Israel, and the subsequent establishment of the New Testament Church



as the people of God on earth living as the kingdom community under the rule of King
Jesus. In that book he makes this profound statement : 
“Faith survives by finding itself a people and incarnating itself in them…it is therefore
certain that the Christian faith will live only in a peculiar people dedicated to it, and it is
equally certain that that people will live as a people only so long as they are indeed the
people of the faith”. 

For the church’s own survival, she must live by the very truth God has entrusted her with.
She must trust it implicitly, obey it, love it, read it, sing it, pray it, study it, embrace it,
devour it, teach it, and meditate on it day and night. Then she must proclaim it to the
world, distribute it, publish it, e-mail it, herald it in public, testify to it against all
resistance even in the face of death. She must personally submit to it in every activity of
the church’s life and work, never substituting anything in its place, and never suppressing
it or limiting it in any way. 

Can there be any doubt that the local church is the strategic place where the fiercest battle
for the souls of men is always being waged regarding this very issue of truth? That is
why the original reformers believed that the church needed to continually be reforming
herself and her doctrine in light of the holy scriptures. We can also understand why the
highest priority in world missions is not just the preaching of the gospel in all the world,
but in the planting of gospel churches in every community where as of yet none exists. 

THE MYSTERY of GODLINESS 
From our text, Paul adds his own definition of what this truth is. There are two deadly
errors that confront even the best Bible believing churches. The first of these errors was
dealt with in the opening chapter of this letter in the warning against regarding Christian
truth as being intended mainly to illuminate the understanding or to be the subject of
speculation and discussion. Orthodox doctrine must always be thought of as a means to
the intended end-a godly life. The purpose of all revelation and the test of all religion is
character and conduct, not just head knowledge. “The end of the commandment”, he told
Timothy, “is love out of a pure heart, and of a good conscience, and of faith unfeigned”. 

Paul anticipates here the other danger and leaves no doubt as to what this truth must be
centered in : “great is the mystery of godliness, God manifest in the flesh.” Truth for him
since his personal confrontation on the road to Damascus was the living Christ, the God-
man. It certainly includes all the gospel narratives regarding the historical event of the
incarnation, all the Old Testament scriptures fulfilled by the life, teachings, rejection,
crucifixion, his glorious resurrection and victorious exaltation in heaven as Lord of
Lords. But for the Apostle Paul, it was always more than this. Truth was the living
reigning Christ mystically joined to his bride the church in a dynamic spiritual union. All
doctrine and all rules of conduct find their center in a union of love with the church’s
Head and Savior of the Body- the living out of the divine life we have in Christ. The
mystery of gospel truth is all about how God transforms sinners into saints, thus making
us "partakers of the divine nature". 



Listen to these surprising words of Charles Spurgeon. “God does not trust the
conservation of his truth to books, or to the most accurately written creeds, but He puts
the incorruptible seed into the hearts of His chosen, and in such good soil its vitality and
its growth secures its preservation…as long as one copy of the Holy Scriptures remains
in the world we shall have the pure truth among us, but it will be like an unplanted seed.
For the propagation of the gospel, human voices are required; for the establishment and
confirmation of it among men, human lives –epistles written on hearts are needed. God
intends that the infinite beauty and majesty of His son shall be set forth and held up,
published, defended, maintained and supported in the world by his visible church. To the
sacramental host of his elect has he committed the banner of truth, which they are to
always unfold and carry into the world by the power of His Spirit, from victory unto
victory, until He returns.” 
This is the great mystery of godliness beloved and the glory of the ministry of the New
Covenant of Grace which is committed to the churches even unto the end of the age. 
****** 

Rev. Todd is Director of the 
E4 UNITY INSTITUTE of CHURCH GROWTH, Berea, Kentucky 


