Letters to the Front Lines #5

“First and Foremost”

1 Timothy 2:1-7

Take a look at a Sunday morning bulletin that lists an order of service. As you glance down the list of activities, what would you say is the most important part of the worship service? 

In our church, one might conclude that singing is the most important aspect of worship, since we usually sing three songs (plus the doxology) every week. Others might opt for the reading of Scripture, or the sermon (which usually takes up most of the time), or the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Few, I would venture to guess, would say prayer.

In a given week our church hosts two worship services, two or more Bible studies (depending on what week of the month it is), a weekly prayer meeting, and occasionally a social event or activity. Which would you guess is the best attended? Which is the least?

If you answered “prayer meeting” as the least attended gathering of the church, you would be correct…in most churches I know. If you answered “prayer” as the most important aspect of the worship service, you would be in the minority—even among preachers. Yet, as we will see in tonight’s text, the apostle Paul indicates that prayer is most important in the public worship of the church. Warren Wiersbe observes,

It is sad to see how prayer has lost importance in many churches. “If I announce a banquet,” a pastor said, “people will come out of the woodwork to attend. But if I announce a prayer meeting, I’m lucky if the ushers show up!” Not only have the special meetings for prayer lost stature in most local churches, but even prayer in the public services is greatly minimized. Many pastors spend more time on the announcements than they do in prayer!

To quote James 3:10, “My brothers [and sisters], this should not be.” Prayer should be a first response, not a last resort, and that is true of the church as a body as well as for individual Christians. Paul addresses the need for public prayer in 1 Timothy 2:1-7.
A Call for Prayerful Living

In verse one we read a call for prayerful living: “I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—” As he had “urged” Timothy to remain in Ephesus to combat error in 1 Timothy 1:3, so now Paul uses the same term to give prayer priority in public worship. The verb is present tense, which gives the action an ongoing, continual quality.
 By this Paul is not saying that prayer should come first in the order of worship; the words first of all relate not to primacy of time but primacy of importance.
 Prayer is to be first and foremost.

Prayer must be the first priority of any minister for the sake of any ministry he or she may serve. Prayer reminds the minister that God is in charge, not people—not the congregation, the pastor, the staff, or the elders. The minister serves God first and people second. Furthermore, prayer releases the minister from the tyranny of the urgent and the demands of the immediate to focus on his or her calling.

This should be reflected in the public gatherings of the church as well. It is often said that the church’s priority task is evangelism. But this is really not so. Worship takes precedence over evangelism, partly because love for God is the first commandment and love for neighbor the second, and partly because, long after the church’s evangelistic task has been completed, God’s people will continue to worship him eternally.

Of all the commands Paul delivers in this letter, prayer ranks first in importance. Paul is urging Timothy—and through him the Ephesian believers—that their greatest priority is that of prayer. Pray first. Pray always. Pray through.

John Stott comments on the importance of prayer:

This emphasis on the priority of worship has particular importance for us who are called “evangelical” people. For whenever we fail to take public worship seriously, we are less than the fully biblical Christians we claim to be. We go to church for the preaching, some of us say, not for the praise. Evangelism is our specialty, not worship. In consequence either our worship services are slovenly, perfunctory, mechanical and dull or, in an attempt to remedy this, we go to the opposite extreme and become repetitive, unreflective and even flippant.

This is a call for prayerful living. There are at least seven different Greek nouns for “prayer,” and four of them are used here: “requests,” “prayers,” “intercession” and “thanksgiving.”
 

The first, “requests,” is presenting a need to God for the sake of having it met.
 Prayer begins with a sense of need. It begins with the conviction that we cannot deal with life ourselves. That sense of human weakness is the basis of all approach to God.
 

The second, “prayers,” is the most common term for this spiritual discipline, denoting the act of calling upon God in a general way, including the presentation of needs.
 The basic difference between the two is that “requests” may be addressed either to man or God, but “prayers” is never used of anything else but approach to God. There are certain needs which only God can satisfy.
 

The third, “intercession,” involves submitting a formal request to an authority.
 We often think of this word with regard to praying on behalf of another, which is an essential element in prayer.

“Thanksgiving” is the expression of gratitude or appreciation. Prayer does not mean only asking God for things; it also means thanking God for things. For too many of us prayer is an exercise in complaint, when it should be an exercise in thanksgiving.
 We not only give thanks for answers to prayer, but for who God is and what He does for us in His grace.
 Thanksgiving is regarded as an integral part of prayer, yet it is an element which has been too often in the background in modern Christian devotions.

The greatest antidote for a church mired in internal conflict—as the Ephesian church clearly was—is to lift its eyes off of itself and to look again upon the needs of those without Christ around them. The church should have as first priority that which is most heavily upon God’s heart.

Two obvious conclusions may be drawn from this instruction. First, all believers have a necessary part to play in the church’s worldwide mission. Second, each local gathering of believers is to participate directly and corporately in this work when coming together for worship. Since Paul mentions this as being a matter of first importance, we ought to give careful thought to the place we give this task within our worship service and other church activities.
 Truth is, when a local church ceases to depend on prayer, God ceases to bless its ministry.
 Paul calls the church to prayerful living.
A Call for Peaceful Living

Next we read a call for peaceful living in verses 1-6,

I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its proper time.
Paul ends verse one by instructing that prayers should be made “for everyone,” as we might expect, but we might be surprised to see that he specifically directs Christians to pray “for kings and all in authority.” Really? Even when they’re godless and evil, or corrupt and incompetent? Yes, even when we cannot respect men or women in authority, we must respect their offices and pray for them.

Why? Why pray for the welfare of those who would do you harm? Paul explained two benefits that result from our prayers: freedom from persecution and the redemption of the world.
 The early church was always subject to opposition and persecution, so it was wise to pray for those in authority. “Quiet” refers to circumstances around us, while “peaceful” refers to a calm attitude within us. The results should be lives that are godly and honorable.
 It has been suggested that the former denotes a quietness which arises from a void of outward disturbance, while the latter describes peace that arises from within a person.

The first reason we can all relate to—after all, who wants to be persecuted? The twist comes in that while the immediate goal of prayer for the state is that it fulfill its God-given function of maintaining an orderly, peaceful environment, this goal is meant to serve a higher end. What is sought is the best of conditions for expanding God’s kingdom, not simply a peaceful life.
 In other words, pray for earthly peace, not so that you might be comfortable, but that you might be fruitful.
 Thus, we must pray for the good and well-being of our leaders—even when we disapprove of their character and oppose their policies.

“This is good,” Paul continues in verses 3-4, “and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.” The precise phrase “of God our Savior” is found only in the Pastoral Epistles, most of those in Titus. It reminds us that God is the point of origin and initiator of salvation and that we are the recipients of His undeserved grace and love.

It’s often said that the purpose of prayer is not to get man’s will done in heaven, but to get God’s will done on earth. What is God’s will? The salvation of lost souls, for one thing. We can pray for “all men” because it is God’s will that “all men” come to the knowledge of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ. God loved the world (John 3:16) and Christ died for the whole world (1 John 2:2; 4:14). Jesus died on the cross that He might draw “all men” to salvation (John 12:32). This does not mean all people without exception, for certainly the whole world is not going to be saved. It means all people without distinction—Jews and Gentiles, rich and poor, religious and pagan.

The truth is that God loves the whole world, desires all people to be saved, and so commands us to preach the gospel to all the nations and to pray for their conversion.
 Prayer is to be made for all men; God wishes all men to be saved; Jesus gave his life a ransom for all. God wants all men, and so, therefore, must His Church.
 The universality of the atonement is asserted in “all.” The atonement was not made for a limited number but for all people.
 As 1 John 2:2 states, “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.” No limited atonement here.

Yet that does not mean that all will be saved. If Paul had used the active infinitive “to save,” rather than the passive, that might have been implied. That some men are not saved is not due to any inability or deliberate limitation on God’s part, but is due to man’s rejection of God’s appointed means of salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.
 Those who are excluded exclude themselves by rejecting the gospel offer. As for God, He “wants all men to be saved.” 

I realize this brings up the subjects of predestination and election. Ultimately we cannot explain the mystery of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility, but realize that both are taught in the Bible and are harmonized in God’s great plan of salvation.
 The right response to this dilemma is neither to seek a superficial harmonization (by manipulating some part of the evidence), nor to declare that Jesus and Paul contradicted themselves, but to affirm both parts as true, while humbly confessing that at present our little minds are unable to resolve it.
 
While the ultimate issue of salvation rests in God’s hands, He nevertheless calls us to pray for the salvation of every person, including those who rule over us, and especially our enemies. As with all matters of prayer, He will act in perfect accord with His loving, righteous nature for the highest, greatest good of all people. Regardless of people’s eternal fate, the act of praying for them impacts the person offering the prayers. Personally, I find it impossible to despise someone I am asking the Lord to bless. In fact, I find my perspective gradually changing to reflect God’s as I pray.

Instead of arguing over predestination and free will, perhaps we should ask ourselves if we really have a heart for the lost? Does it really bother us that many people in our world are currently lost and heading for a Christ-less eternity in Hell? F. B. Meyer recalls awaking early one morning at a conference with A. B. Simpson (founder of the Christian and Missionary Alliance) and discovering Simpson weeping in prayer as he clutched a globe.
 Oh, that we had such a heart for the lost! We would certainly pray more for their salvation, and certainly more would come to Christ and be saved!
Verses 5-6 provide a deep theological truth: “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its proper time.” The Greek term translated “mediator” has the principle meaning of “trustworthy neutral.” In this sense, a mediator helps each party find mutual satisfaction for their interests. Jesus, the God-man, is uniquely qualified to represent both parties.

For those tempted to think that God’s desire that all people be saved means that, in fact, all people will be saved, this verse brings us back to reality. Yes, God “is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance,” as 2 Peter 3:9 reveals. Yet Jesus warned in Matthew 7:13-14, “For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” Many will be lost for eternity.
A Call for Purposeful Living

Finally in verse 7 we see a call for purposeful living: “And for this purpose I was appointed a herald and an apostle—I am telling the truth, I am not lying—and a teacher of the true faith to the Gentiles.” Paul claims that it was “for this purpose” that he was appointed herald and apostle. His appointment is to the proclamation that Christ by His death bridged the gap between God and man making salvation possible for all who believe.

We might think, “But what can I do to bring the lost world to Christ? I’m too old to go oversees; I have too many responsibilities here to drop everything and move to a foreign land; I don’t know other languages.” These excuses may be true—and let’s face it, we are better at making excuses than nearly anything else—but we can each still be a part of God’s global mission. And it begins with prayer.

The church’s prayer for all people is an essential aspect of its participation in the Great Commission. It is prayer that seeks the gospel’s penetration into all parts of the world and every aspect of life. The closely related prayer for those whom God has placed in charge of government finds its ultimate purpose too in the accomplishment of God’s plan of salvation. Perhaps it is worth noting that we find Paul praying not for the liberation of the land from Roman rule, but for the responsible administration of that rule. The importance that Paul attached to this facet of our conduct in God’s house suggests the need to rethink the place we give to it in all of our gatherings.

If the basis for prayer is the sacrificial work of Jesus Christ on the cross, then prayer is a most important activity in a church. Not to pray is to slight the cross! To pray only for ourselves is to deny the worldwide outreach of the cross. To ignore lost souls is to ignore the cross. “All” people is the key to this paragraph: We pray for “all” because Christ died for “all” and it is God’s will that “all” be saved. We must give ourselves to God to be a part of His worldwide program to reach people before it is too late.

In summary, the first half of this chapter begins and ends with a reference to the church’s world-wide responsibility. The local church has a global mission. According to verse 1 the church is to pray for all people; according to verse 7 it is to proclaim the gospel to all people, all nations. The universal concern of the church arises from the universal concern of God. It is because there is one God and one mediator that all people must be included in the church’s prayers and proclamation. It is the unity of God and the uniqueness of Christ which demand the universality of the gospel. God’s desire and Christ’s death concern all people; therefore the church’s duty concerns all people too, reaching out to them both in earnest prayer and in urgent witness.

Going back to the opening question: What is first and foremost at church?

What should it be?
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