THE PURE WORD OF GOD

Text: 1 Timothy 4:13-16
Reading: Hebrews 5:11-6:12; 1 Timothy 4
Theme: The pure preaching of the word of God must be central to the church and is essential to salvation. 
Purpose: To emphasize the vital importance of the preaching of the pure word of God as the central mark of the true church.


We have just read a description of the Belgic Confession about the true church. What do people look for when they decide to worship regularly at a church? Why do people join one church and not another?

Some attend a church because their parents and wider family attend that one. Others attend because many of their friends go there. Others, especially young people, might go to a church because they like the music and songs. Some families look at the demographics of the church and want to find one that has children and young people the same age as their own. Some join a church because the people are friendly and there is warm fellowship. 

Any of these or even all of them may play a part in deciding about a church and all of these are legitimate concerns; but they are all secondary matters. 

The most important factor is that a church is faithful to the Bible and that the Bible is preached and taught. The Belgic Confession lists three marks of the true church, the first of which is that “it practices the pure preaching of the gospel.” Two other marks are listed: the proper administration of the sacraments and the faithful exercise of church discipline. 

More marks of the true church could be listed. Martin Luther proposed seven and there is a Christian organization based in North America called 9Marks. 

“The pure preaching of the gospel” is the first and most important mark. If the preaching in the church is sound and faithful the other marks should follow. Guido de Bres wrote that the true church “governs itself according to the pure word of God, rejecting all things contrary to it, and regarding Jesus Christ as the only Head.” (BC Art 29)  

This is a thoroughly biblical truth and emphasis. 
In Ephesians 2:20 Paul wrote that the church is “built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone.” This refers to the person of the apostles and of Christ, but even more to their teaching. 
In 1 Timothy 3:15 he describes the church as “the pillar and foundation of the truth.”
And in these verses in chapter 4 Paul urged Timothy to watch his life and his doctrine closely. 

Paul planned to visit Timothy in Ephesus, but in the meantime he wanted him to focus on the Scriptures in his preaching, teaching and in his life. We’ll look at 
1. What Timothy had to do
2. How he was to do it
3. Why he had to do it

1. WHAT did he need to do?

He had to devote himself “to the public reading of the Scriptures, to preaching and to teaching.” 

a. The Greek text just has “the reading”, but most commentators agree that the NIV has conveyed the correct meaning. In the ancient world hardly anyone had their own copy of the Scriptures and so they had to rely on hearing it read.  

The early church followed the practice of the Jewish synagogues of reading the Scriptures aloud so that everyone could hear them and know them. But the early Christians not only read the Old Testament Scriptures but also the letters that the apostles wrote to the churches. Over time these were added to the Bible. 

Timothy was to read the Scriptures to God’s people in worship. The reading of the Bible must have a central place in the worship services of the church because it is the Word of God; it is God’s revelation of his will and the plan of salvation; it tells us about the Lord Jesus who is the Living Word of God. So it must be read and all of us need to listen carefully to this Word of God. 

It is tragic that some of us have been in church services where the Bible was not even opened and in other services where only a few verses were read! In some churches the reading of the Bible takes a second place to music and song, or to drama, or to dance, or to multimedia presentations. 

Contrast that with the liturgy of the 1663 Prayer Book of the Church of England. Its main author was Archbishop Cranmer who was one of the leading English Reformers. He divided the Bible up into sections to be read each Sunday; it was called the lectionary. 
According to his scheme the church would hear the Old Testament once and the New Testament three times every year! That plan has been drastically reduced in modern editions of the prayer book, but in Anglican services today you will still hear three readings – one from the Old Testament, one from the gospels, and one from the letters. That is more than can be said for many other churches today.

In our own services we usually have a reading of the law, an Old Testament reading and a New Testament reading; these are part of the public reading of Scripture.  

b. In addition to the reading of Scripture Paul instructed Timothy to give himself to preaching - the word can also be translated as exhortation or encouragement. 

In the Jewish synagogues after the Scriptures were read one of the rabbis would give an exhortation based on the reading, that is, a sermon. This practice continued in the New Testament church (2 Tim 4:2).

A sermon is an exposition and explanation of the Word of God that is applied to the life and situation of those listening. 

It is not a social commentary that takes its text from The Herald or from the TV3 News. 
Nor is it a string of stories. Illustrations can be very helpful and can add interest and insight. But a sermon that is only stories is like a meal of cream puffs – it has no substance, it won’t feed you, it won’t sustain you. 

A sermon must be from the Bible and about the Bible. It must be about God. It must direct us to the person and work of the Lord Jesus, because he is central to all the Bible, both in the Old Testament and in the New, and it must be delivered in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

And a sermon must be applied. There must be exhortation and challenge and direction. The truth must be put into practice.  

c. The Bible must be read, preached and taught.

The Bible is a large and, in some places, a difficult book, so it needs to be explained and taught. 
It can be taught in a Bible study, or in catechism, or in a lecture or a seminar; but also in sermons. Sermons are not only teaching but they do contain a teaching element. 

All of us need to know and believe the main doctrines of the Christian faith. These doctrinal sermons following the sequence of the confessions are a useful means of teaching. The writer of Hebrews rebuked his readers for only drinking milk and still going over the elementary truths of the faith rather than progressing on to solid spiritual food (Hebrews 5:11-14). We need to be taught the central doctrines of the Christian faith and so that we come to know them well. 

But we also need to know the law of God so that we know how to live. Preaching must help us to know what is right and wrong and how this applies to our lives in this society.  

d. This emphasis on the Bible is the distinctive mark of every true church and of our Reformed churches. 

The reading, preaching and teaching of the Bible will bring people to faith and help the people of God to grow in that faith. God uses his word to build his church and his kingdom. 

This was the conviction of Martin Luther in the Reformation. He addressed his seminary students who were young and zealous and who went out and destroyed Roman Catholic alters. Luther rebuked them for their behavior and said; 
"The Word must do this thing and not we poor sinners.... I opposed indulgences and all the papists, but never with force. I simply taught, preached,  and wrote God's Word. Otherwise, I did nothing, and while I slept the Word so greatly weakened the papacy that no prince or emperor ever inflicted such losses upon it. I did nothing. The Word did everything."

Timothy was to read, preach and teach the Scriptures.

2. HOW was he to do this?

He had to do all this diligently and carefully. Paul emphasized this with a number of commands.

In verse 13 he wrote, “devote yourself to” reading, preaching and teaching. The word means to attend to this, to give attention to; it is in the present tense so Timothy was to keep doing this, as is every pastor.

In verse 14 Paul urged him not to neglect his gift. The Holy Spirit has given every Christian at least one gift and we are to use them for the good of the rest of the body of Christ. Timothy’s gift was teaching. Gifts can wither and die from lack of use, so Timothy was not to neglect this gift, and you must not neglect yours either!

In verse 15 he urged him to “Be diligent in these matters.” There is a play on words in the Greek text. The Greek words translated in verse 14 as “do not neglect” and in verse 15 as “be diligent” sound the same. In English we can get the sense of this by translating it; “Don’t be careless about your gift but be careful in your pastoral duties.” Practice these things, take care in these matters. 

Then Paul wrote, “give yourself wholly to them….” (v 15). Literally it reads, “be in them”; be absorbed in them, devote yourself to them, make this your life’s work. 

These commands were addressed to Timothy in his role as a preacher and pastor. They are necessary warnings for all pastors today. It is very easy to get distracted from the primary task, to fritter time away, to be busy on good things but not on what is best, that is, reading the Scriptures, preaching and teaching.

This is true for all of us. Think of the time you have wasted and are wasting on computer games, on hour after hour of TV watching, or Utube and facebook. 
None of these things are wrong in themselves, but “all things in moderation” is a good motto. 
Ask yourself, “What should I concentrate on? What are the important things in my life? What should absorb my time? What will help me grow as a Christian and serve the Lord better?”

Paul summed up his exhortations to Timothy by writing, “Watch your life and doctrine closely.”

The word doctrine comes from the Latin word doctrina which means teaching. He had to watch his doctrine, or teaching, closely. He must not water it down, nor drift away from the essential truths, nor adjust it to suit himself or his hearers. Paul warned him about this at the beginning of this chapter. In the history of the church many have neglected to watch their doctrine and this is a warning for us today. 

But Timothy also needed to watch his life. Paul has already mentioned this in verse 12 when he urged him to “set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity.”

This is true for all of us. What we say must be supported and reinforced what we do. We need to live what we say, to practice what we preach. If we don’t people will not listen to us and we will do great harm to Christ and his gospel. 

3. WHY did Paul want him to do all this? 

“Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.” 

We all know that we cannot save ourselves. We are saved by God and by his grace not by our own work or decision or effort. But God uses us as instruments or means of saving ourselves and others. 

a. Paul addressed this to Timothy as a pastor. 

The warnings of the Bible apply as much to pastors as they do to anyone else. A minister is in constant danger of neglecting his own salvation. Pastors can be so busy with the souls of others they can neglect our own. 
Paul himself told the church in Corinth that he beat his body and made it his slave “lest after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.” (1 Cor 9:27) 

b. Pastors need to persevere in their life and doctrine, not only to save themselves, but also to save their hearers, to be used as the instrument of their salvation. 

None of us can take our salvation for granted. You must believe in Jesus Christ and then keep on believing. The ultimate test of a true Christian is that you persevere to the end. Pray regularly that God will give you the grace to persevere so that you will be saved.

Salvation comes by believing the truth about the Lord Jesus Christ. This truth about Jesus is found in the Scriptures, the Word of God. The pure preaching of the good news about Jesus is the first mark of the true church and must be the primary factor in deciding where to worship. There are many things you might look for in a church but this must always be the most important one.

The true church “governs itself according to the pure word of God, rejecting all things contrary to it, and regarding Jesus Christ as the only Head.” (BC Art 29)

Amen

