Now to Him #2

“No One Like Him”

1 Timothy 1:17

What do you do when something wonderful happens and you have to let the feelings out? Do you jump up, throw your hands in the air, shout, or maybe dance? At that point you don’t care who is around, who may see you, or what they think. If you don’t express that celebration at that moment, you might burst!

Occasionally in Paul’s writings we see how the great apostle celebrated such emotions. As he pens Spirit-inspired truth about God, we can imagine the feelings grow inside him. When he reaches the point where he cannot contain it anymore, he bursts forth in praise to God. These “glory words” are called “doxologies,” and a number of them may be found throughout Paul’s letters. We considered one in Ephesians last week and today we turn to 1 Timothy 1:17, where we read, “Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen.”

You may recognize those words from our first hymn this morning, “Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise,” and you may be thinking, “There’s a word missing in that verse.” This is because the King James Version of this verse reads, “Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.” What happened to “wise”? In fact, the word “wise” is not in the most reliable texts. Some later manuscripts have “the only wise God” here, but they probably represent an attempt by copyists to conform it to Romans 16:27, which does refer to “the only wise God.”
 Therefore, the inclusion of the word “wise” is consistent with the portrayal of God throughout Scripture, but was not in the original writing of Paul here.
The question we should raise is, “Why is this verse here at all? What caused Paul to erupt with such praise?” The answer is found in the verses preceding, starting at 12,

I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me faithful, appointing me to his service. Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.

Paul’s reason for praise is very personal. When the Lord transforms a life so dramatically—essentially turning a maniacal religious murderer into a prototype follower of Jesus Christ—one can only respond with praise.
 And that is what he does.

God is Eternally Sovereign

The first truth emerging from this doxology is that God is eternally sovereign. Paul addresses God as “the King eternal,” literally, “the King of the ages.” The definite article makes clear the solitariness and uniqueness of God.
 This title is used only here in the New Testament.
 Yet the concept is found in the Old Testament,
 as in Exodus 15:18, “The Lord will reign for ever and ever,” and in Psalm 145:13, “Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and your dominion endures through all generations.” Some translations use the word “everlasting” to describe God in 1 Timothy 1:17, but the Greek term literally means, “without beginning or end, that which has always been and always will be.” The word “everlasting” refers to something with a beginning but no end; the term “eternal” speaks of something with no beginning and no end, so “eternal” is the better choice here.
 God had no beginning and will have no end. He exists outside of time, though He acts in it.
 One commentator writes, “God towers over all time, times, and eternity itself as their sovereign.”

So Paul declares God to be not merely sovereign in the present—the most powerful and controlling Being at the moment—but to be the only sovereign ruler of any and every moment of all eternity in either direction! God is always in complete control.

Furthermore, Paul describes God as “immortal.” Paul returns to this thought at the end of this letter, describing God in 1 Timothy 6:15-16 as, “God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and might forever. Amen.” 
This thought, too, was inspired by Old Testament revelation.
 Psalm 90:2 says, “Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” We read in Psalm 102:25-27,

In the beginning you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment. Like clothing you will change them and they will be discarded. But you remain the same, and your years will never end.

From everlasting past to everlasting future, He is God. He was there before the beginning and will be there after the end. This was something that could not be said about any human ruler—not even Emperor Nero, who was reigning at the time Paul wrote this letter and who was responsible for the deaths of so many Christians. He, too, would pass.

“Okay, but isn’t that the same as ‘eternal’?” you may be thinking. That is correct, and there is much more to the word translated “immortal” than simply, “that which is exempt from death.” The Greek term means, “uncorrupted, not liable to corruption or decay, imperishable.”
 This not only speaks of the quantity of time, but the quality that will never diminish. God was, is, and always will be the sovereign Ruler of all things—and His sovereignty will never fade, spoil, or be minimized in any way.
 How foolish to put our hope in things or people whose time will come to an end and whose effectiveness will diminish over time as well!
 God is eternally sovereign.
God is Essentially Spirit

Second, God is essentially spirit. Paul describes Him here as “invisible.” Jesus told the Samaritan woman in John 4:24, “God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.” As spirit, God cannot be contained in space, just as being eternal, God cannot be contained in time. 

God told Moses in Exodus 33:20, “You cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live.” 
 Yet Hebrews 11:27 describes Moses as “he persevered because he saw him who is invisible.” How can that be? While God Himself cannot be seen—since He is spirit and thus invisible—His glory can and has been seen, by Moses and by others.
 Of course, this was supremely manifested in Jesus Christ, of whom we read in John 1:14, 18, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth… No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known.” The invisible God became visible in the coming of Jesus to earth.

Why does it matter to us, though, that God is spirit? For one thing, this reminds us that God is bigger than the material universe and we should take comfort in that. Further, since God is spirit and we must worship in spirit and in truth, nothing that is physical should be the object of our ultimate trust or desire.

I often refer to Ephesians 6:12, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms,” and say that, “If you can see, hear, or touch it, that is not the enemy.” Our foes are not people who disagree with us or who dislike us or even who persecute us. They are not the enemy, “for our struggle is not against flesh and blood.”
The same is true in reverse. Our faith should not ultimately rest in anything that can be seen or heard or felt. If you are trusting in a human being, a physical building, or a book you can hold in your hands, your faith is misplaced. Now there’s nothing wrong with following a pastor or worshiping in a church building or reading a printed Bible. But when we begin relying on those objects to get us through, we’ve turned them into idols. As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 4:18, “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”

In a world where “seeing is believing,” we must remember that invisibility is not necessarily unreality. There is a reality that resides beyond the seen, and God is sovereign there as well.

God is Exclusively Supreme

Finally Paul’s doxology demonstrates that God is exclusively supreme. He is “the only God.” Kenneth Wuest translates this as “unique God,”
 while F. F. Bruce speaks of the “One who alone is God.”
 

Literally the Greek text reads monō theō, or “one and only God.” There is none like Him, which is the basis for the first commandment: “You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3).
 Deuteronomy 4:35 proclaims, “The Lord is God; besides Him there is no other.” God Himself says in Isaiah 44:6, “I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God.” In Isaiah 45:6 He adds, “I am the Lord, and there is no other.” This is a fundamental truth of Scripture.
 Our God has no rivals.

This was not a popular notion in the polytheistic world of the Pauline Gentile churches, yet in Paul’s own words in 1 Timothy 2:5, “There is one God.”
 The exclusivity of God may not be popular in today’s cultural climate, either, but He remains singular and solitary as “the only God.”

To this eternally sovereign, essentially spirit, and exclusively supreme God, Paul ascribes “honor and glory.” And the duration of the worship ascribed to Him is “forever and ever.” Literally it is “unto the ages of the ages.” It is the strongest term in the Greek for eternity. The infinite future is viewed as a series of ages of ages stretching endlessly onward.
 The Apostle’s doxology concludes with a reverberating “Amen.” All who read or heard these words would be moved to reciprocate with an affirming “Amen.”

I pray that these may be more than just words on a page. In the spring of 1721 this verse worked powerfully in the life of Jonathan Edwards. As a seventeen-year-old he was pondering this very text. Later in life he recalled: “As I read the words, there came into my soul, and as it were diffused through it, a sense of the glory of the divine being; a new sense, quite different from anything I ever experienced before. Never any words of Scripture seemed to me as these words did. I thought with myself, how excellent a Being that was; and how happy I should be, if I might enjoy that God, and be wrapt up to God in heaven, and be as it were swallowed up in him.”

As a teenager, this verse was life changing for Jonathan Edwards, and he became one through whom God used to change many lives. May the same be true for us!
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