Letters to the Front Lines #12

“The Bottom Line(s)”

1 Timothy 3:14-16

Busy people often demand that others come to the point by asking, “What’s the bottom line?” In other words, “What matters? What’s important? What’s worth paying attention to?” Businesspeople commonly talk about the “bottom line,” usually meaning the financial bottom line.
 That’s where the phrase comes from: The logic behind the phrase “bottom line” derives from the “sum” or “total” line at the bottom of a financial document. The Oxford English Dictionary attests this sense of the phrase in 1831, so it is a relatively old phrase.
 Webster defines the phrase as “the essential or salient point, or ‘crux,’ or the primary or most important consideration.”
 We sometimes use the term “heart” in this same way—not the organ pumping blood, but the central concern.

While the phrase “bottom line” literally meant the sum total found at the bottom of a document, the figurative use of the phrase can be found anywhere. I believe the “bottom line” or the “heart” of Paul’s first letter to Timothy is found in 1 Timothy 3:14-16, near the center of the letter. One commentator writes, “This short paragraph in verses 14 to 16 stands at the heart of Paul’s letter,”
 while another claims, “These verses are the ‘doctrinal climax’ of the letter, even its ‘heart’, since they define the church ‘by her relation to the glorious Christ.’”
 Yet, as we will see, Paul’s purpose for writing was very practical—to explain Christian conduct.

Actually, I suggest we see the bottom lines—three of them—in these verses. Paul explains the conduct of the Christian, the character of the church, and the creed of the Christ in this text. Let’s read these verses together and then break them down individually.

Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these instructions so that, if I am delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth. Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory.
This may seem like a digression on Paul’s part, but it is important to the letter.

Paul begins by stating his desire to visit soon. Just where he was as he penned this letter is not entirely clear, but his intent to make his way to Timothy speedily underscores both the severity of the issues in Ephesus and his love for the young man.

Yet the apostle also knew that his plans may not come to pass. The Greek form of the verb “to delay” suggests an element of uncertainty, but Paul chose the active rather than passive voice. It is better translated “if I delay,” rather than “in case I am delayed.” He obviously wanted to support his friend—preferably in person and sooner rather than later—but the apostle also had to maintain his own priorities in ministry.
 So “just in case” Paul delayed in coming to see Timothy in Ephesus, he wrote this letter, in which we see “the bottom line” regarding the Christian’s conduct, the Church’s character, and the creed concerning Christ.

The Conduct of the Christians

We begin with the conduct of the Christians in verses 14-15,

Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these instructions so that, if I am delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household…
Paul begins this paragraph with everyday living as disciples of Jesus, as he wants to remind Timothy “how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household.”
 The knowledge was to be Timothy’s (second person singular, “you may know”),
 but it should be noted that in the original text there is no way of determining whether verse 15 is speaking of how Timothy is to conduct himself or how the church is to behave itself. The niv (and most English translations) is probably correct in taking the second alternative. Having traveled with Paul since the start of the second missionary journey, Timothy would certainly have known how he should conduct himself. Besides, the instructions in the letter deal primarily with conduct appropriate for the church at large.

Some versions read “the house of God” at the end of verse 15 while others refer to “God’s household.” The word oikos can mean either a house—a building—or a household—the family that occupies a building. (Nowadays oikos is a brand of Greek yogurt, but that doesn’t really apply here.) And Scripture tells us that the church is both God’s house and God’s household. The two concepts are sometimes brought together. But since in this chapter oikos has already been used three times of a household (verses 4, 5, 12), it seems likely that it has the same connotation in verse 15.
 God’s church is a family, so “household” is a better translation.

The fact that we are family has profound implications. For starters, it means we are in eternal relationship—we will always be brothers and sisters. If you are not getting along with your brothers and sisters, the “eternal” aspect may not seem so inviting. This has been captured in the little poem,

To live above with the saints we love,
Oh, that will be glory.
To live below with the saints we know,
Well, that’s another story!
But the happy fact is, in Heaven it will be the redeemed, perfected family with whom we will dwell. Actually, living below with the saints we know is meant to be and can be glorious—if we draw close to the Father. John alludes to this in 1 John 1:3—“We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.” There is an implicit relational triangle here, with God at the pinnacle and believers at the bottom angles. So the closer our relationship to him, the closer we become to one another.

A. W. Tozer gave this truth unforgettable expression when he wrote:

Has it ever occurred to you that one hundred pianos all tuned to the same fork are automatically tuned to each other? They are of one accord by being tuned, not to each other, but to another standard to which each one must individually bow. So one hundred worshipers met together, each one looking away to Christ, are in heart nearer to each other than they could possibly be were they to become “unity” conscious and turn their eyes away from God to strive for closer fellowship.

Unity among believers was the key request of Jesus in His prayer recorded in John 17. Earlier He told His disciples in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” The bottom line regarding the conduct of the Christians is unity, loving one another.

And this needs to be done whether the leader of the church is around or not. Paul writes this in case he is delayed in coming. Whether he is there or not, he wants the people of God to know how to behave. Similarly Paul wrote in Philippians 1:27, “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in one spirit,” and in Philippians 2:12, “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling.”

The maturity of the church is not measured by the maturity of the pastor or the elders, but by the maturity of the church family as a whole. How does a local church react if the pastor is out of the picture for a while…or permanently? Is the atmosphere among the congregation marked by harmony or hostility? 

The Character of the Church

Second Paul refers to the character of the church in the latter half of verse 15, “…the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth.” The Greek word translated “church” is ekklēsia, literally meaning “assembly” or “those called out.” It referred to the political assemblies in the Greek cities where business was transacted by qualified citizens.
 Paul probably had the Greek translation of the Old Testament in mind, which used the term in reference to God’s covenant people, Israel, the “assembly of the Lord” in Deuteronomy 23:2.
 The term is used in Acts 7:38 to describe the nation of Israel, called out of Egypt. It is used about 100 times in the New Testament to refer to local churches, assemblies of believers.
 

What makes the church unique is that it is the church of the living God. On a number of occasions in the Old Testament Yahweh is named “the living God” in deliberate contrast to the lifeless idols of the heathen. Indeed, still today Christian conversion involves turning “to God from idols to serve the living and true God,” according to 1 Thessalonians 1:9. But where does the living God live? Joshua told the Israelites in Joshua 3:10, “The living God is among you.” Similarly the church is called “the temple of the living God” in 2 Corinthians 6:16, “a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit” in Ephesians 2:22. In our worship we bow down before the living God. Through the reading and preaching of His Word we hear His voice. We meet Him at His table, when He makes Himself known to us through the breaking of bread. In our fellowship we love each other as He has loved us, and our witness becomes bolder and more urgent to unbelievers. Indeed, they may confess that, “God is really among you.”

“The pillar and foundation of the truth” may sound strange to our ears but drew upon very familiar imagery in Ephesus. The imposing Temple of Artemis featured 127 pillars soaring 60 feet overhead to support a roof sixty percent larger than a regulation football field (425 feet by 225 feet).

A foundation is essential to the building; a building is only as good as its foundation. The church provides the solid bedrock of truth. Pillars stand upright on the foundation as columns and give the building its structure and beauty. The church as a pillar upholds the truth. Of course, truth comes from God. God is the source of truth and not the church. But whenever the church is faithful to God’s Word, it is the foundation and pillar of God’s truths in this world! God’s Word is to be everything in the church.

Here then is the double responsibility of the church regarding the truth. First, as its foundation the church is to hold it firm, so that the truth does not collapse under the weight of false teaching. Secondly, as its pillar the church is to hold the truth high, so that it is not hidden from the world.
 The church is called to both defend and declare the truth.

The bottom line concerning the character of the church is that it is to be a loving fellowship in touch with the living God, defending and declaring the truth to the world.

The Creed of the Christ

What is the truth which the church must both guard against every distortion and falsification, and proclaim without fear or compromise throughout the world? It concerns Jesus Christ, to whom Paul now bears witness by quoting from an early hymn or creed.

Often in times of corporate worship the response to God’s Word comes in the singing of a hymn. By singing, the congregation signals its acceptance of the message and commitment to perform God’s will now revealed by the Spirit. In essence, Paul has placed a hymn (or a piece of one) at the end of this section of teaching to elicit the readers’ response.
 We read in verse 16, “Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory.”
One of the fundamental statements of the Restoration Movement is “No creed but Christ.” This is not a violation of that stance for this creed is all about Christ.

Those who are accustomed to reading the King James Version will note that the opening word “God” is regularly replaced in modern translations with the pronoun “He” that relates the entire poem to Christ. Manuscript evidence for “God” is weak and late.

“Beyond all question” translates an adverb that is found only here in the NT. It means “confessedly,” “undeniably,” or “most certainly.”
 It is called a “mystery,” not in the sense of a “whodunit,” but rather a truth now known only because God has been pleased to reveal it.
 So in saying here that the “mystery of godliness is great,” he is presenting the person and work of Christ as the key to godly conduct.
 This is very important: Godliness is based, not on a new ethic, but on the Person of Jesus Christ.

New Testament scholars see strong enough elements of rhythm and meter to set verse 16 into six lines, forming a hymn to the deity and triumph of Christ. It is the unanimous affirmation of this divine truth that unites all believers.
 This represents a creed in the best sense of the word. What do the six statements mean, and how do they relate to one another? Three suggestions are made.

· The six lines may be read chronologically, denoting a stage in the life of Jesus taking us from his first coming to his second, from his appearance in flesh to his welcome in glory, similarly to the classic hymn, “One Day.”

· Divide the hymn into two stanzas, each consisting of a triplet, the first of the historical incarnate Jesus on earth (he appeared, was vindicated and seen), and the second the exalted Lord (he was preached, believed on and glorified).

· The hymn consists of three couplets, in each of which there is a deliberate antithesis: between flesh and spirit, between angels and nations, between world and glory.

“He appeared in a body.” The Second Person of the Trinity took to Himself a human body in order to obtain our salvation (John 1:14). The verb describes making something visible or manifest. It is in the aorist tense, pointing not simply to His birth, but to the whole of Christ’s earthly pilgrimage as one event.

“Was vindicated in the Spirit.” “Vindicated” is an unusual form of the Greek word for “righteousness.” It means, “shown to be righteous.” In John’s Gospel, Jesus frequently referred to the hour in which He would be “glorified,” usually in response to accusations of blasphemy from the religious authorities in the temple. The Lord’s crucifixion, resurrection, ascension, and the subsequent coming of the Holy Spirit vindicated the truth of His teaching and confirmed His identity as the Son of God.
 Viewing this as a reference to the Holy Spirit would appear to point to those events—like His baptism, resurrection, and ascension—when the Holy Spirit manifestly vindicated the claims of Christ.
 This phrase seems to echo Romans 1:4, where by the Spirit, Jesus was declared to be “the Son of God in power by his resurrection from the dead.”
 So the first couplet speaks of the revelation of Christ (he appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit). Here are the human and divine aspects of His earthly life and ministry.
 

“Seen of angels” suggests the many times that angels were associated with the life and ministry of Jesus,
 such as at His birth (Luke 2:13), temptation (Matt. 4:11; Mark 1:13), in the garden (Luke 22:43), and at His resurrection (e.g., Matt. 28:2, 5; Luke 24:23). We know also that angels, “long to look into these things” (1 Peter 1:12).

“Proclaimed among the nations.” Though past tense, this refers to the work of evangelization conducted in the first century and continuing via the church today.
 This couplet contrasts witnesses—heavenly angels and earthly nations. One is supernatural, the other natural. One is superhuman, the other human.

“Believed on in the world” doesn’t mean to imply that everyone in the world will believe the gospel, but that some from every part of the world will trust in Christ.

“Taken up in glory.” This sixth stanza forms a fitting climax to the whole of the hymn, from the humiliation of Christ’s incarnation to His glorification in heaven.
 The past tense views the event of Christ’s ascension as a true past event while simultaneously looking to the future with such certainty that it’s considered an accomplished fact.
 This third couplet refers to Christ’s reception in two separate geographies—earth and Heaven. He “was believed on in the world” and He “was taken up in glory.”

Scholars may debate about the specifics of this verse, but our confession of faith revolves around the Lord Jesus Christ and not anyone else.

Robert Mounce concludes,

There exists no finer example of an early Christian hymn of adoration than 1 Timothy 3:16. It reveals the early Christian church’s exalted understanding of Christ. It should serve as a model for all hymnody. We need to sing once again the praises of Christ our Lord. Our modern fixation on how we feel about everything spiritual betrays an unfortunate concern about self.

And so we see the bottom line—or lines—regarding the conduct of the Christians, the character of the Church, and the creed of the Christ. As the household of God on earth our conduct ought to be marked by love, loyalty, and unity. As those called out from the world our character ought to reflect our connection to the living God and our reverence for the truth of His Word. And what ties us all together is the person of Christ—not a list of rules or a marketing program but a relationship with the Lord. 

We can be easily distracted by minor issues that lead us away from what’s really important. Every so often we need to be brought back to the basics about what we believe and how we behave. Far from a digression on Paul’s part, these verses are very important to the letter…and to those who read it.
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