Letters to the Front Lines #13

“Liberty in a Land of Lies”

1 Timothy 4:1-6

As we begin Holy Week, celebrating the final days of Jesus’ earthly life, I am reminded of John 18:38, where Pilate asks, “What is truth?”
Today’s culture asks, “Is there truth?” The answer they receive more often than not is, “No, there is no such thing as absolute truth.” And so we live in a society that believes you can make up your own truth, and everyone’s “truth” is equally valid, even if they contradict one another.

Yet Jesus said, “I am the truth” and, addressing the Father, “Your Word is truth” (John 14:6; 17:17). Christianity affirms that objective truth exists in the living and the written revelations of God.

Wherever truth exists, however, a counterfeit also exists. Satan cannot create; he can only corrupt, and one way he does that is making clever counterfeits of the real thing. Sometimes counterfeits appear inside the church, as Paul warns in 1 Timothy 4:1-6.

The Appalling Apostasy

Paul begins this chapter by describing the appalling apostasy in verses 1-2,

The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron.

The niv doesn’t show it, but Paul launches in a new direction here. He has spoken of the church as “the pillar and support of the truth” and then, through what was probably an early hymn, stated something of that Gospel truth at the end of chapter three. Now, in contrast (“But,” δὲ), Paul speaks of the conditions in which the church must hold and protect that truth.
 Chapter 4 opens with a reference to the false teachers and their lies. Thus Paul warns Timothy that the false teachers are denying what the church confesses.
 We should not be surprised to see some fall away, pursue rival systems of thought, and become enemies of the truth.

Verse one asserts that “the Spirit clearly says” something. The adverb “clearly” means something like “expressly,” “explicitly,” “unmistakably,” or “in express terms.” It is used only here in the New Testament. This is unique language to Paul, signaling that what he says is of the utmost importance.
 We might say, “Listen up! Don’t miss this, because what I’m about to say is very important.”
What does the Spirit clearly say? “In later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons.” The Greek verb is aphistēmi, which means, “fall away from.” This is the word apostasy, and it is defined as “a willful turning away from the truth of the Christian faith.”
 It is often used in the sense of betraying something or someone. It’s a choice. No one accidentally becomes an apostate. Neither can one become guilty of apostasy over nonessential doctrines or issues that the Scriptures do not definitively address. For example, I do not agree with all pastors and scholars on understanding the end times, but they are not apostates or heretics. A teacher becomes an “apostate” when he or she advances ideas that contradict the clear teaching of Scripture. Teaching is false when it undermines biblical truth, enables the teacher’s sinful behavior, leads believers into sin, or preys upon the goodwill of listeners.
 Such false teachers do not try to build up the church or relate people to the Lord Jesus Christ in a deeper way. Instead they want to get disciples to follow them and join their groups and promote their programs.

When will this Christian apostasy take place? “In later times,” Paul replies. But he quickly slips from the future tense into the present in verses 3–6, indicating his belief that the “later times” have already begun.
 So how do we understand this phrase?
Jewish thought divided history into two ages: “this age” and “the age to come.” The present age was thought of as under the control of Satan. The age to come was the messianic era of peace and universal righteousness. The Christian church viewed itself as existing in a transition period between the two ages. The great victory over the powers of evil had already taken place with the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Yet the universal acknowledgement of this victory awaited His triumphant return. Immediately preceding this return would be a time of great travail and tribulation. It would be a period of false prophets and heretical teachings.

Jesus warned us in Matthew 24:10-11 that in the “last days,” that is, the time between His ascension and His return, many would exchange the truth of the gospel for lies. Paul had warned the church in Ephesus of this very danger in Acts 20:29–30. Now this predicted danger had hit the congregation under Timothy’s leadership.

The departure of these folk would prove they had never really been a part of the church. As the Apostle John wrote, “They went out from us, but they were not really of us; for if they had been of us, they would have remained with us; but they went out, so that it would be shown that they all are not of us” (1 John 2:19).

It comes as a shock to some people that Satan uses professed Christians in the church to accomplish his work. But Satan once used Peter to try to lead Jesus on a wrong path (Matt. 16:21–23), and he used Ananias and Sapphira to try to deceive the church at Jerusalem (Acts 5). Paul warned that false teachers would arise from within the church (Acts 20:30).
 No wonder Jesus called him “a liar and the father of lies” in John 8:44.
In the same verse Paul refers both to the Holy Spirit and to evil spirits or demons. For behind the false teachers he sees the activity of demonic forces. Speaking himself under the influence of the Spirit of truth he declares the false teachers to be under the influence of deceiving spirits.

Rest assured, apostasy will not bear the obvious imprint of demons. False teaching will never enter your church with the name “Doctrine of Satan” printed all over it. Deceitful spirits cleverly drape their doctrines in the respectable, even pious, robes of religion. The teaching appeals to the flesh and is presented with charm and charisma. False teachers speak convincingly to the issues of their day and often use the Scriptures (almost always out of context) to give the appearance of good-faith teaching. It is true that some will be fooled—but not without their consent. They will be drawn in by the power of an error they desperately want to believe…because it appeals to the flesh.

You see, there is not only a Spirit of truth but also a spirit of falsehood, who is able to delude, bewitch and even blind people to the truth.

While it is true that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12), yet the prepositional phrase “through hypocritical liars” reveals that while the source and origin of the false teaching is demonic, the agents are human.

Paul follows the pattern of Jesus, who used hypokritēs to describe people who had fallen away from truth received from God, but who pretended otherwise.
 The word translated “hypocrisy” originally described an actor on stage, wearing a mask and playing the part of someone else. In the New Testament the word is always negative, referring to a person pretending to be one thing while in actuality being something quite different.
 These false teachers preach one thing but practice another. They tell their disciples what to do, but they do not do it themselves.
 Hypocrisy is a deliberate pretence and a lie a deliberate falsehood. So then false teachers, although seduced by deceiving spirits, are themselves intentional deceivers, however misleading their mask of learning and religion may be. They do not themselves believe what they are teaching.

Heresy is normally a twisted truth rather than an outright lie. It is this lingering presence of truth (even though altered) that deceives the unwary. Yet false teachers are liars because what they teach is untrue, and hypocrites because they pretend it isn’t.

Paul goes on to describe them as those “whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron.” Just one seventeen-letter word in Greek is represented by the English “seared…as with a branding iron” (κεκαυστηριασμένων).
 The English medical term “cauterize” comes to us ultimately from the Greek verb.

What does Paul mean by “conscience”? The original word for “conscience” is a compound word, combining “with” and “knowledge.” This is a joint-knowledge, shared with oneself. It points to self-awareness. Paul speaks of a “good conscience” in v. 19. He can speak of “a perfectly good conscience” in Acts 23:1; “a clear conscience” in 1 Timothy 3:9 and 2 Timothy 1:3); and “a blameless conscience” in Acts 24:16. The conscience is a gift from God, but can be distorted through sin. It can be “weak” through immaturity (1 Cor. 8:7), wounded through wrong (1 Cor. 8:12), “defiled” by sin (Titus 1:15), and, as here, “seared” to the point of insensitivity by embracing falsehood.
 Warren Wiersbe has written an excellent book on this called Meet Your Conscience.

Just as a person’s flesh can be “branded” so that it becomes hard and without feeling, so a person’s conscience can be deadened. Whenever we affirm with our lips something that we deny with our lives, we deaden our consciences just a little more. An apostate is not just wrong doctrinally; he is wrong morally. His personal life became wrong before his doctrines were changed. In fact, it is likely that he changed his teachings so that he could continue his sinful living and pacify his conscience. Believing and behaving always go together.

For Paul the conscience is part of the decision making process. It enables the believer to proceed from the faith, the vertical dimension of belief and knowledge, to the corresponding horizontal activity of godly behavior. The false teachers had lost the ability to make such decisions effectively—since their concept of the faith was distorted, their ideas about godly living were equally distorted.

False teachers minimize their own sin or fail to take their own guilt seriously. Their response to the sin of others depends entirely upon convenience. They brutally punish the sin of those they do not favor, while they minimize or rationalize their own sin and the sin of their cronies.
 In the end, their words are untrue, their appearances are insincere, and their consciences are unreliable.

How do I keep from having a seared conscience? Remember that my conscience is only as reliable as its adherence to the truth.
 When making decisions about right or wrong, don’t allow public opinion or personal emotions to override the unchanging truth of God’s Word. Stick to the truth and your conscience will never be seared.

In our era the believing church cannot afford to be ignorant of the evil nature of this last age. Terms such as “heresy” and “apostasy” have fallen on hard times, due largely to the “witch-hunt” connotations associated with them. And indeed through the years a great deal of injustice has been done to believers in the name of orthodoxy. Nevertheless, the presence of the cults alone recommends that we heed Paul’s instruction here. A clear understanding of these “last days” and of the aims of the Enemy will prevent our being taken by surprise and may aid in maintaining a healthy church.

The Artificial Asceticism

Moving on to verse 3 we see the artificial asceticism taught by these apostates: “They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who know the truth.”

What is asceticism? Webster defines it as “practicing strict self-denial as a measure of personal and especially spiritual discipline.”
 It is, in short, a lifestyle that says, “No” more often than it says, “Yes.” (Just think of being on a diet!)

“What’s wrong with that?” you might ask. “Sounds like self-discipline to me, and who couldn’t use some of that?”

This is true. Paul was never opposed to spiritual discipline for the purpose of godliness. In the immediately following context we have his famous injunctions, “train yourself to be godly” and “godliness has value for all things” (1 Tim. 4:7, 8). We also know that spiritual discipline sometimes involves restraint, and even some no-nos. But asceticism is altogether different because it involves the intentional denial of things that God has declared to be good. It declares that abstinence from these things is essential to spirituality. And ultimately it lays the ax to the life of the gospel.
 It is what one writer calls, “Latter-Day Legalism”
 Instead of looking to Christ’s work on their behalf as their only hope of salvation and godliness, they now set their hopes on the ascetic denial of fleshly appetites through rules, which Paul elsewhere categorized as, “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!” in Colossians 2:21.
 Such self-denial is often used as a way to become self-righteous, and therein lies the danger.

It is clear that the false teaching in Ephesus consisted of a false asceticism: They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods (3a). Marriage and food relate to the two most basic appetites of the human body, sex and hunger. They are natural appetites too, although both can be abused by degenerating into lust and greed. Yet from the beginning of church history some teachers have gone further, and have argued that sex and hunger are themselves unclean appetites, that the body itself is a nasty encumbrance (if not actually evil), and that the only way to holiness is abstinence, the voluntary renunciation of sex and marriage, and, since eating cannot be given up altogether, then at least the renunciation of meat.

Paul doesn’t go into the marriage side of this here, but a reasonable summary of the entire Bible’s view of marriage is found in Hebrews 13:4: “Marriage should be honored by all.” It is presented as God’s means for human fulfillment of the creation mandate found in Genesis 1:28: “God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.’” Christ endorsed marriage, not only indirectly at Cana in John 2 but by explicit teaching in Matthew 19:4–8.
 Sex is not to be considered a “dirty word” for the Christian, but seen as a gift from God.
It all sounds terribly spiritual, doesn’t it! The road to “super sainthood” leads through the grim land of self-denial. Paul knew that the approach of asceticism produces pride rather than godliness.
 His point here is that celibacy and vegetarianism are not God’s general will for everybody; to forbid marriage and eating meat is to be guilty of serious error.
 God is never properly worshiped by a denial of his gifts.

Those who believe and know the truth are not impressed with the do’s and don’ts of the legalists. Jesus stated that all foods are clean in Mark 7:14–23. He taught this again to Peter in Acts 10, and reaffirmed it through Paul in 1 Corinthians 10:23-33. A person may not be able to eat certain foods for physical reasons (an allergy, for example); but no food (or sex within marriage) is to be rejected for spiritual reasons.
 Believers may freely partake of any blessing received from God with thanksgiving and without guilt.

The Appropriate Acceptance

Paul concludes with the appropriate acceptance in verses 4-6,

For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. If you point these things out to the brothers, you will be a good minister of Christ Jesus, brought up in the truths of the faith and of the good teaching that you have followed.
What God has made and given us, we are to receive and thank Him for.
 In this context the word of God probably implies the use of biblical expressions in the saying of grace, as was common in Judaism.
 The Christian life is not meant to be lived in the negative but in the positive—as Jesus showed us by example. We are to be “saying grace” every minute of our lives. “In everything give thanks.” This gives glory to God!

There is an echo of the Genesis account of creation where God stopped after each day of creation and observed what He had done to be “good” (Gen. 1:4-31).
 Notice carefully, however, what Paul writes. It is not that everything is good, but that everything created by God is good. This is an indispensable qualification, since not everything that exists has come unsullied from the Creator’s hand. For the creation was followed by the fall, which introduced evil into the world and spoiled much of God’s good creation.

Paul instructs Timothy in verse 6, “If you point these things out to the brothers, you will be a good minister of Christ Jesus, brought up in the truths of the faith and of the good teaching that you have followed.” Once again we see the importance of teaching the truth of God’s Word, proclaiming liberty in a land of lies.
I often hear verse one of this chapter—“The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons”—along with 2 Timothy 4:3—“For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear”—quoted by Christians with a sense of foreboding or fear. Sure, these “later times” or “last days” are dark and dreadful, but remember that the “last days” began when Jesus ascended into Heaven!
Through the centuries heresy and apostasy have come and gone, sometimes like a plague, sometimes like a flu virus, but always with damaging results for God’s people. If this danger cannot be wiped out before the return of Christ, its patterns and nature can at least be understood, anticipated and thus controlled.

The presence of evil in the church is not the result of anyone’s failure; it’s to be expected. Apostasy remains a constant threat within even the most theologically sound churches, organizations, and institutions. The apostle said, in effect, “No sermon series will ever inoculate a congregation against depravity, so expect sin to remain a continual source of frustration; no church program will ever shield leaders from false teaching, so diligently confront apostasy.” While we must never tolerate overt acts of evil within the church, we should not allow ourselves to be surprised when we discover it lurking in unexpected corners.

These conditions were not to be considered by Timothy as some surprising development or as evidence that the church would ultimately fail in its task. Since the some that are mentioned had evidently professed the faith, and in the Ephesian situation may have been leaders, one of Paul’s concerns here is almost certainly to arrest any doubts about the permanence of God’s church.

Jesus said in Matthew 16:18, “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” Trust me, the forces of Hell will try their best to derail the Church of Jesus Christ, but in the end they will fail. Jesus’ victory over Satan and his forces has already been accomplished, though it has not yet been fully actualized. We live in the certainty of His victory even as we continue to battle His foes. And we are to live a life of liberty in a land of lies.
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