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“LET NO ONE DESPISE 

YOU FOR YOUR YOUTH, 

BUT SET THE BELIEVERS 

AN EXAMPLE IN SPEECH, 

IN CONDUCT, IN LOVE, 

IN FAITH, IN PURITY.”

1 T IM OTHY 4:1 2
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The Final Word

As we come to the end of this study, I want to return 
to a verse we encountered at the very beginning. Paul 
told young Timothy, “Train yourself for godliness; for 
while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of 
value in every way, as it holds promise for the present 
life and also for the life to come” (1 Timothy 4:7b–8). 
This is your challenge, too. Right now, in these years, 
at this stage of life, train yourself for godliness. There 
are many things that will and must capture your at-
tention. There are many priorities competing for your 
time. None of them are more important than this: Train 
yourself to be godly. And as you learn to be godly, be 
confi dent displaying that godliness so you, like Timo-
thy, can set an example in all you do, in all you say, in all 
you model before a watching church. Set the believers 
an example of godliness!



Questions to Consider

1. What is your greatest struggle when it comes to 
purity? What actions are you taking to combat 
this sin and to come alive to righteousness? Who 
have you enlisted to help you in this fi ght through 
conversation and prayer?

2. Do you really believe that you—even you—can be 
an example of purity? Do you really believe that 
your example can make a diff erence to others?

3. In what ways do you think you are setting a good 
example to the people of your church in your 
purity? Pray and thank God for each of them. 
In what ways do you think you are not setting 
a good example to the people of your church in 
your purity? Pray and ask God for his grace 
to change you.
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Hopeless, even. In my high school art classes the teach-
er would give the kind of assignment that involved 
studying a car or a human form or a bowl of fruit. Our 
task was to observe and then paint. I would do what she 
said. I would look at it, I would study it, I would observe 
its form, its curves, its angles, its colors, its shadows. 
But when I put brush to paper it would never look like 
it was supposed to. It didn’t look realistic, it didn’t look 
impressionistic or abstract, it just looked like a mess. 
It’s for good reason that I skipped fi ne arts in college 
so I could pursue liberal arts—English, history, human-
ities. That was where I was meant to be.

Yet there is still an area where I know I have the 
calling of the artist. I may not have the eye, the hand, 
the skill for painting, but I believe God has given me 
everything I need to succeed at this other form of art. 
Francis Schaeff er describes it like this: “No work of art 
is more important than the Christian’s own life, and ev-
ery Christian is cared upon to be an artist in this sense. 
… The Christian’s life is to be a thing of truth and also 
a thing of beauty in the midst of a lost and despairing 
world.” That’s a work of art I want to create. That’s a 
work of art God calls and equips each one of us to cre-
ate. Even you.

I have prepared this little booklet with younger 
Christians in mind. If you are sixteen or eighteen or in 
your twenties, if you are in high school or college or 

I was always lousy 
at painting.
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just moving into marriage and career, I want to speak 
to you. I want to speak with you. I hope you will listen 
to what I say and hear me out. Best of all, I hope you’ll 
read the Scripture passages I refer to, that you will pray 
about them and ask God to help you apply them to your 
life. After all, those words are God’s words meant to 
lead you to God’s will.

As we go, I want to focus on one key verse. It will be 
our theme and we will return to it again and again. “Let 
no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers 
an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in 
purity” (1 Timothy 4:12). In these words we encounter 
art, we encounter the ideas of modeling and imitation, 
of studying a form and attempting to recreate it. But 
this art does not exist on paper or on canvas. This art 
exists in a life. A Christian life. Your life is the canvas.

Before I close out this introduction, we ought to 
back up just a few verses. In verse 7 of the same chap-
ter Paul employs a diff erent metaphor, he walks down 
the hall from the art room to the weight room. “Train 
yourself for godliness; for while bodily training is of 
some value, godliness is of value in every way, as it 
holds promise for the present life and also for the life 
to come” (1 Timothy 4:7b–8). Physical training is good, 
whether you’re training for strength, speed, agility, or 
distance. But this kind of physical training needs to 
take a back seat to spiritual training—training in godli-
ness. Shaping your character is so much more import-
ant than shaping your body. The kind of formation that 
concerns God most is not physical but spiritual. Both 
are good, but one is better.

There are many good ways to invest your time at 
this stage of life, but none is better than the pursuit of 
godliness. As we saw in our key verse, the Bible calls 
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what you could not do when you are indwelled by the 
Holy Spirit of God, the Holy Spirit who is far more 
committed to your holiness than you are to your sin. It 
is his joy to make you holy. It is his delight to help you 
become an example in your purity, and, of course, in 
your speech, conduct, love, and faith.
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Pure heart. Of course the actions you take will be 
a refl ection of what is happening within your heart. 
When the Bible speaks of the heart it refers to the de-
sires, to the inner part of you that longs for fulfi llment. 
Your longings eventually manifest themselves in your 
life, so you need to ensure that you are longing for what 
is right and good, what is pure and holy.

Pure mind. To have a pure heart and pure hands 
you must fi rst have a pure mind. You need to be careful 
what you allow into your mind, what you see, what you 
read, what you hear. As Paul wrote elsewhere, “what-
ever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, 
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is com-
mendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything 
worthy of praise, think about these things” (Philippians 
4:8). You must not allow yourself to live in a world of 
fantasy, a world in which you picture and ponder what 
God forbids.

Purity consists of pure actions, of course, but also 
pure desires and pure thoughts. Charles Simeon says it 
well: “Every word and every look, yea, and every thought, 
ought to be well-guarded, in order that Satan may not 
take advantage of us, and that not even the breath of 
scandal may be raised against us.” 7 There’s God’s stan-
dard: Not even the smallest breath of scandal. But always 
remember that what God desires, God provides. If God 
desires your purity, he gives you what you need to be pure 
and to love to be pure. He gives it in the Holy Spirit who 
dwells within you, the Holy Spirit who right now is calling 
you away from a life of sin and toward a life of purity.

Young Christian, God gives to you an important 
task: Set the believers an example in speech and con-
duct, in love, in faith, in purity. He would not demand 
what you could not do. At least, he would not demand 
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you to be an example in speech, conduct, love, faith, 
and purity. We will see that these fi ve terms speak to 
your inner and outer self, to what you think and what 
you say, to what is hidden in your heart and what is 
broadcast in your life. We will see that God means for 
your life to be a canvas, the setting for a beautiful work 
of art. And he also expects this work of art will be seen, 
admired, and imitated.

I hope you’ll stick with me as we learn how you 
can train yourself to be an example to others, even to 
people far older than you.
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for sexual impurity or for any other lack of holiness.
Do you see how counter-cultural God’s Word is? 

Where but the Bible would we fi nd something as unex-
pected as this? Young Christian, you—you, of all peo-
ple!—are to be the very model of sexual purity. God ex-
pects that older people who are struggling with sexual 
purity will be able to look to you and say, “I want to be 
like him” or “I want to be like her.” Younger Christians 
who are struggling with sin should be able to look to 
you to fi nd their example. They should all agree: He, 
she, sets an example.

INNER PURITY, OUTER PURITY

But how? How do you set this kind of an example? 
And what does this exemplary life involve? When Paul 
charges Timothy to be pure, he is undoubtedly think-
ing of the shame and disgrace that would come upon 
Timothy and his entire church if he was found to be 
committing sexual sin. Yet we know from reading the 
Bible that Paul would not only want Timothy to refrain 
from actually committing sin. He would fi rst want him 
to emphasize an inner purity. After all, what’s on the 
outside is always a refl ection of what’s on the inside. He 
would want Timothy to have pure hands, for sure, but 
also a pure heart, and a pure mind.

Pure hands. “Hands” symbolizes the entire body, of 
course. Your actions are to be marked by purity. You 
are not to commit sexual sin, but in God’s world not 
sinning is not enough. No, you are to take actions that 
are consistent with a pure and holy life. You need to live 
in such a way that you are not expressing lust toward 
others but expressing love toward them instead. This is 
putting sin to death and coming alive to righteousness.
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book written with young people in mind, says so much 
about the consequences of sexual sin and the joys of 
sexual purity. It’s not for nothing that just a few verses 
later Paul will insist that Timothy treat “older women 
as mothers, younger women as sisters, in all purity” (1 
Timothy 5:1) and that when he writes to Titus he insists 
that young women need to be self-controlled and pure 
(Titus 2:5). It should come as no great surprise, then, 
that old Paul tells young Timothy, “Set an example in 
your purity.”

What does the culture around us expect of young 
people—people in their teens and twenties? It expects 
that you will use these years for exploration, for exper-
imentation, even for exploitation. It expects that you 
will live these years wild and free, that you will sow 
your wild oats. A million sitcoms and movies and pop 
songs insist that these are the best years of your life 
and that you will be missing out, you will be less than a 
whole person, if you suppress or repress those desires. 
You’ve only got a few years before you’ll be bound by 
responsibilities, so in the meantime run wild! Be free! 
Set an example in pursuing hedonistic pleasure.

HIGH EXPECTATIONS

In the face of such low expectations, the Bible comes 
through with the very highest expectations. Paul looks 
to young Timothy and charges him to be exemplary in 
his attitude, his imagination, his actions. When older 
people in his church ask “What does it mean to live a 
life of purity?” they should be able to point to young 
Timothy to fi nd their example. Now that’s a high chal-
lenge, but exactly the kind of challenge that is worthy of 
the Bible. The Bible never allows youth to be an excuse 
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Set An Example

As you know, our key verse is 1 Timothy 4:12: “Let no 
one despise you for your youth, but set the believers 
an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in 
purity.” What we want to do is begin to dig into those 
fi ve words, those fi ve ways in which Paul challenges 
Timothy to be exemplary. But before we can get to 
them, we have a number of other matters to sort out. 
What does Paul mean when he refers to Timothy as a 
youth? Why does Timothy need to be concerned with 
being despised? And what does it even mean for Tim-
othy to set an example? Only after we have answered 
these questions will we be ready to discuss the charac-
ter traits Timothy needs to exemplify: speech, conduct, 
love, faith, and purity.

THE MATTER OF YOUTH

We need to back up just a little to set the context of our 
passage. We are reading a 2,000-year-old letter written 
by the Apostle Paul to Pastor Timothy. Paul is the older 
man, the mentor, while Timothy is the younger man, 
the disciple. Paul has traveled with Timothy, taught 
with him, suff ered with him, planted and pastored 
with him. They’ve been together so long and through 
so much that later on Paul can remind him, “you have 
followed my teaching, my conduct, my aim in life, my 
faith, my patience, my love, my steadfastness, my per-
secutions and suff erings” (2 Timothy 3:10-11). Paul has 
modeled Christian living and Timothy has imitated 



T
IM

 C
H

A
L

L
IE

S
 ·

 S
E

T
 A

N
 E

X
A

M
P

L
E

1 2

him. Now Timothy is settling in as pastor to the church 
in Ephesus while Paul has moved on to take the gospel 
even farther, to plant even more churches.

But Paul is a good mentor, a good friend. Though 
he has moved on, he has not forgotten Timothy. He 
knows his strengths and weaknesses, his struggles and 
temptations. He also knows all about his calling as a 
pastor, a church leader. All of that comes into his mind 
as he sits down to write this letter of encouragement, 
of guidance and instruction. As we come to our verse 
we hear Paul tell Timothy “Let no one despise you for 
your youth.” That’s a command, an order. “Don’t allow 
it! Don’t allow anyone in that church to despise you for 
your youth.”

We read the word “youth” today and picture Timo-
thy as a guy in his late teens or early twenties, a person 
in the youth group or maybe just starting in to college 
and careers. But as we read about the life of Paul and do 
a little basic math, we realize that Timothy was quite 
a bit older than that—probably closer to his mid-thir-
ties. That is all grown up in our reckoning, but in that 
culture he may as well have been a fresh-faced young 
man just clutching his college degree. In Timothy’s day, 
forty was considered the age of maturity and those who 
were older were not inclined to think well of anyone 
who was younger. They certainly were not likely to 
think that younger people could be a worthwhile ex-
ample to follow. Even Christians would be tempted to 
believe that maturity of character demanded at least 
forty years of age. In that day, in that city, Timothy 
was young.
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Set An Example 
In Your Purity

There is a lot to love about the Bible. I could go on for 
hours about just how amazing, just how unique it is. 
The Bible off ers us something so diff erent from what 
we get anywhere else, something so opposed to our all-
too-human expectations. When we live by the Bible, we 
live lives that are completely, radically counter-cultural.

We are drawing to the end of our look at 1 Timothy 
4:12. All along I’ve been challenging you to see a glimpse 
of yourself in Timothy, in the young man the Apostle 
Paul mentored into ministry. Specifi cally, we’ve been 
considering Paul’s challenge to his young friend: “Let 
no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers 
an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, 
in purity.” We’ve looked at speech and conduct, we’ve 
looked at love and faith, and we are left today with 
the simple word purity. Timothy is to be exemplary in 
his purity.

LOW EXPECTATIONS

We have discussed already that one of the challenges of 
being a young Christian is determining that you will not 
succumb to the low expectations of those who are older 
than you. And if there is any area of life in which older 
Christians have low expectations of younger ones, it is 
in this area of purity. Let’s be honest: This is not en-
tirely undeserved. It’s not for nothing that Proverbs, a 
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DON’T SURRENDER TO LOW EXPECTATIONS

But still Paul tells him, “Let no one despise you for your 
youth.” If the word “despise” seems a bit strong, then 
maybe we can off er some alternatives like “look down 
on,” or “hold in contempt.” Now you see it, right? Paul 
doesn’t want Timothy to give people reason to look 
down on him because he is young. He doesn’t want 
Timothy to lack confi dence that even at his age he can 
serve as a model of Christian maturity. He doesn’t want 
Timothy to surrender to their low expectations, to do 
sinful things and give them cause to say, “I knew it! I 
knew he would do that because he’s so young!”

Have you ever felt something like that? Have you 
felt the weight, the pain of these low expectations? 
Have you encountered older people who act like there 
is nothing they could learn from you, not when you’re 
only sixteen or eighteen or twenty-two? Have you felt 
like you have nothing to contribute, like anything you 
say will just generate awkward silences or rolling eyes? 
Have you become convinced that older people are look-
ing down on you for no better reason than that you are 
young? You probably have at one time or another. So 
keep reading. Keep reading because what Paul says next 
is beautiful and counter-cultural. He doesn’t tell Tim-
othy to demand the respect of those older Christians. 
He doesn’t allow Timothy to feel sorry for himself or to 
plead with those older people to respect him. No, Paul 
has a far better solution.

SET AN EXAMPLE

“Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the be-
lievers an example…” How is Timothy to head off  the 



T
IM

 C
H

A
L

L
IE

S
 ·

 S
E

T
 A

N
 E

X
A

M
P

L
E

14

older people’s tendency toward disrespect? How is he 
to avoid getting into a position where he has messed 
up and everyone is now looking at him with that “I told 
you so” look in their eye? By setting an example. By 
serving as a model of godliness. He is to be the kind 
of person that older Christians will have to respect be-
cause they will see his humble, godly character and his 
pure, selfl ess conduct.

Timothy is to “set an example.” This is a term re-
lated to art. When you are in art class, the teacher may 
put a model in the middle of the room and tell you to 
paint it or sculpt it. That is the example and you, the 
artist, are to study it, to learn everything about it, and 
then to make your best reproduction. In this case, the 
work of art is Timothy’s life. He is to live a life of public 
godliness and to be such an example that others will 
see this work of art and imitate it. Even older people 
who are inclined to disrespect him will see his life and 
understand that he is modeling Christian thought and 
Christian living. They will be drawn to his example as 
he far exceeds their low expectations.

Timothy isn’t to worry about what other people 
think of him. He isn’t to demand respect by force of 
will or force of personality. He is to earn respect by the 
way he lives. John Stott says, “People would not despise 
his youth if they could admire his example.” And this is 
true of you, too. The people around you, old or young, 
will not be distracted by your youth if they can admire 
your example. And you, like Timothy, actually can be an 
example. In fact, God calls you to be an example. Your 
youth is no excuse for ungodliness or spiritual imma-
turity. Right now, today, God calls you to set an example
—an example of godliness, of character, of maturity.

There are many ways you can serve your church. 

Questions to Consider

1. You can’t be faithful without faith and you can’t 
have faith without the Bible. So, do you love the 
Bible? Are you fi lling your heart and mind with the 
Bible? Are you bolstering your faith with a growing 
knowledge of the character and works of God as he 
reveals himself through the Bible?

2. There is a temptation to believe that faithfulness 
is best proven in ways that are grand and public. 
Yet the Bible commends faithfulness in the little 
things and then invites opportunity to be faithful 
in bigger things (Luke 16:10). F.B. Meyer off ers 
this challenge: “Don’t waste your time waiting and 
longing for large opportunities which may never 
come. But faithfully handle the little things that 
are always claiming your attention.” What are 
some “little things” in which you can prove your 
faithfulness today or this week?

3. In what ways do you think you are setting a good 
example to the people of your church in your faith 
and faithfulness? Pray and thank God for each of 
them. In what ways do you think you are not setting 
a good example to the people of your church in your 
faith and faithfulness? Pray and ask God for his 
grace to change you.
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holiness, to love. If a person in his church were to ask, 
“What does it mean to be faithful?” they should be able 
to look at Timothy to fi nd their answer.

Paul wanted Timothy to know that as he lived, 
served, and ministered before his church, he was to be 
an example of faith and faithfulness. He was to have 
that strong inner faith as well as evidence of the out-
ward working of that faith. Though he was younger 
than so many members of his church, still he was to see 
this as his responsibility. He was to be confi dent that, 
even as a younger man, he actually could have a faith 
and faithfulness worthy of imitation.

Timothy’s faith would begin with Scripture, with 
an unshakeable confi dence in the truth and truthful-
ness of the Bible. The very next words Paul writes to 
Timothy is, “Devote yourself to the public reading of 
Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. … Practice these 
things, immerse yourself in them, so that all may see 
your progress.” Timothy was to fi ll himself with the 
Word, then to let that Word fl ow back out of him. His 
faith in the Word and the God of the Word would over-
fl ow into faithfulness.

And this is your challenge as a young person in the 
church today. You are to have faith, faith that is rooted 
and grounded in God as he reveals himself through the 
Word. Fill yourself with the Word. Be a man or woman 
of the Word. Devote yourself to Scripture. As you do 
this, your faith will grow, and as your faith grows, so too 
will your faithfulness. Timothy, the man of the Word, 
was able to set the believers an example in his faith and 
faithfulness. So, too, can you.
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You can care for the children in the nursery, you can 
stack the chairs in the back of the room, you can di-
rect cars in the parking lot. These are all good things, 
all good ways of serving others. Keep doing these things 
and keep looking for opportunities to serve. But the 
biggest way, the best way, the primary way to serve 
your church is to pursue godliness, to grow in wisdom 
and knowledge, in character and obedience. Set an ex-
ample. Be an example. Make your life a beautiful work 
of art.

In our next chapter we will begin to look at the 
traits Timothy is to exemplify: speech, conduct, love, 
faith, and purity. We will begin, of course, with speech: 
Set the believers an example in your speech. But fi rst, 
here are some questions you may wish to consider as 
you begin to apply the truths we have learned.



Questions to Consider

1. Can you think of times when you felt older 
Christians were looking down on you because of 
your age? Did they have good reason to? How did 
you respond?

2. Read Philippians 2:1-11 and consider what Jesus 
models there. Did he demand respect or was he 
content to set an example? In what ways did Jesus 
serve the church?

3. Paul invested so much time in Timothy that 
Timothy began to imitate Paul in his thought and 
behavior. Is there someone in your life you’d like to 
mentor you in that way? What can you do about it? 
Is there someone in your life who may be wishing 
that you would off er to mentor them? What can you 
do about it?

4. In what ways do you think you are setting a good 
example to the people of your church? Pray and 
thank God for each of them. In what ways do you 
think you are not setting a good example to the 
people of your church? Pray and ask God for his 
grace to change you.
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both.” 4 But I wonder whether we actually need to pick 
between them since they are so closely related. You 
must have faith to be faithful and cannot have true faith 
without displaying faithfulness. The deepest faith leads 
to the most faithful Christian living.

So perhaps it’s best to conclude that Paul fi rst 
wants Timothy to set an example in his faith, in his 
unshakeable confi dence in Jesus Christ, in his trust 
in the Word of God, in his reliance on the promises of 
God, in all Paul had taught him as his friend, his pastor, 
his mentor. Charles Spurgeon says: “Faith is believing 
that Christ is what He is said to be, and that He will do 
what He has promised to do, and then to expect this of 
Him.” 5 Paul certainly wanted no less than that for his 
young friend. He wanted Timothy to have an exemplary 
faith. If a person in his church were to ask, “What does 
it mean to have faith?” they should be able to look at 
Timothy to fi nd their answer.

THE FAITHFUL CHRISTIAN

The person who has that kind of wholehearted reliance 
on God will necessarily live a steadfast life. His faith 
will lead to faithfulness. Jerry Bridges says, “The faith-
ful person is one who is dependable, trustworthy, and 
loyal, who can be depended upon in all of his relation-
ships, and who is absolutely honest and ethical in all 
of his aff airs.” 6 His rock-solid assurance in God is not 
confi ned to his inner man but comes fl owing out in all 
of life and in every one of life’s decisions and responsi-
bilities. His faith is too good, too strong, to remain hid-
den. Timothy is to display this exemplary faithfulness, 
to have a full-out commitment to living out every word 
of Scripture. He is to commit himself to obedience, to 
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A FAITHFUL FAITH

Though we are considering faith, we must be careful 
not to sever faith from love, the word it follows. In 
Paul’s letters he often bundles the two words together. 
He does this twice in Thessalonians, three times in his 
letters to Timothy, and once in his letter to Philemon. 
Here are a couple of examples: “But now that Timothy 
has come to us from you, and has brought us the good 
news of your faith and love...” And, “I thank my God 
always when I remember you in my prayers, because I 
hear of your love and of the faith that you have…” We 
aren’t positive why Paul so often links these words, but 
I suppose it is that both are necessary marks of a Chris-
tian. A Christian must have faith and display faith. A 
Christian must have love and display love. A Christian 
without faith and love is no Christian at all. When we 
see Paul tell Timothy to set the believers an example in 
love, it comes as no surprise that he immediately men-
tions faith as well.

When we consider what Paul means by faith, we 
are faced with two options. It could be that Paul is tell-
ing Timothy he needs to set an example in his faith: his 
confi dence in God, his trust in God, his reliance on God 
for salvation and all that follows it. On the other hand, 
it could be that Paul is telling Timothy he needs to set 
an example in his faithfulness: in his living out of that 
saving faith, his commitment to the Christian life, his 
fi delity to all the Bible commands of him as a Christian 
and as a minister. The original Greek can support both 
options and commentaries by expert theologians are 
roughly divided between the two. John Stott says, the 
word “could mean either trust in God and in Christ, 
or trustworthiness, a fundamental Christian fi delity, or 
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Set An Example 
In Your Speech

Last summer I spent one beautiful day in Cambridge, 
England. I was there to participate in a writing work-
shop and that day we were given one afternoon to 
ourselves to do whatever we wished. Since I was not 
feeling particularly creative in that moment,  I decided 
to explore the town. I happened across a museum and, 
since it was free, thought I’d take a look. I wandered 
through exhibit after exhibit, admiring ancient and 
medieval antiquities—pottery, sculptures, mummies, 
weapons, and on and on. My time was nearly up when I 
came to one fi nal room that held a collection of paint-
ings. I was shocked to suddenly fi nd myself among the 
masters. There on the wall were paintings by Rubens, 
Monet, Matisse, and many more. I had no idea this little 
museum had amassed such an impressive collection. 
There was something inspiring about being in the pres-
ence of greatness, inches from the works of history’s 
most renowned artists.

We respond with awe and respect when we are in 
the presence of those who are at the top of their fi eld. 
We admire them and want to be like them. This is why 
we are investing eff ort in this extended study of 1 Tim-
othy 4:12. To this point we’ve taken a look at the fi rst 
part of our text: “Let no one despise you for your youth, 
but set the believers an example…” We saw Paul the 
mentor telling young Timothy not to give in to the low 
expectations of the people around him. Timothy need-
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ed to understand that even as a younger person he was 
meant to make his life a work of art that others could 
see, admire, and imitate.

Now we begin to look at the specifi c ways Timothy 
is to set an example, to be that work of art. “Let no one 
despise you for your youth, but set the believers an ex-
ample in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity.”

There are 5 areas in which Timothy is to 
serve as an example to other believers:

· in his speech
· in his conduct
· in his love
· in his faith
· in his purity

These traits fall into two groupings. Speech and 
conduct are primarily displayed outwardly while love, 
faith, and purity are primarily traits of the inner self. 
Thus Timothy is to ensure that his words and deeds are 
admirable and also to examine his heart to ensure his 
love, faith, and purity are equally exemplary. He has to 
understand that these inner traits will eventually dis-
play themselves through what he says and does. We 
are going to examine these traits one by one and make 
them applicable to you and to me. Our fi rst challenge is 
to consider what it means to set an example in your speech.

THE POWER OF WORDS

You do not need to read far into the Bible to see the 
power of words. Actually, you only need to get to the 
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Set An Example 
In Your Faith

Children are mimics. Children are mimics because hu-
man beings learn by imitation. We learn to speak by 
hearing our parents speak. We learn to do dishes by 
watching mom and dad do dishes. We even learn to 
love (or not love) Jesus by seeing our parents love (or 
not love) Jesus. In both vice and virtue, children will 
begin to look like their parents. Parents quickly come 
to realize the importance of setting a good example, of 
being worthy of imitation.

When Paul wrote instructions to young pastor Timo-
thy, he told him to serve as an example to his church. “Let 
no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers an 
example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity” (1 
Timothy 4:12). Timothy was to model godly thinking and 
living, and to know that his church would inevitably imitate 
him. For good or for ill, they would begin to resemble their 
pastor. I have been doing my best to challenge you to heed 
this same call, to set the believers an example. Though you 
are young, though people may look down on you for your 
youth, still you are responsible before God and your Chris-
tian brothers and sisters to serve as an example.

Now the time has come to consider what it means 
to have an exemplary faith, the kind of faith that, if 
imitated by others, will lead them to become more 
like Christ. Do you have that kind of faith? If people 
imitate you, will they in fact be imitating Jesus? This is 
no small challenge!
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third verse of the fi rst book to see it. In Genesis 1:3 God 
speaks and begins to bring the world into existence. By 
the end of chapter 2 he has spoken into being every-
thing that is, including humanity. He has declared that 
everything he has made is good and very good. God’s 
words are powerful!

Then chapter 3 comes and we begin to see the dan-
ger of misusing words. There is a lot of speaking here. Sa-
tan speaks words meant to deceive human beings, Adam 
speaks words meant to blame his wife for his own sin, 
Eve speaks words meant to defl ect the blame from her-
self. By the time all is said and done, the world will never 
be the same. We turn to Genesis 4 and fi nd that brothers 
are killing brothers and lying to God about it, Lamech 
is making outrageous boasts about his own importance, 
and it only gets worse from there. Words can cause so 
much good. Words can cause so much harm.

It is no surprise, then, that the Bible addresses 
our words. It is no surprise that Paul addresses Timo-
thy’s words: “Set the believers an example in speech.” 
As Paul says this, he uses one of those Greek words you 
may already know: logos. It’s the word for word, for the 
communication that comes out of our mouths—or, by 
extension, the words that come out through our thumbs 
or fi ngers when we type and tap rather than speak.

OUT OF THE OVERFLOW

Paul wants young pastor Timothy to know that his 
words have the power to make or break his ministry. 
His words can help others or harm them, they can en-
courage others or destroy them. As a preacher and lead-
er, Timothy will be speaking a lot of words and every 
one of them will have the power to prove him an example 
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to follow or a disaster to avoid.
Why are words so important? Jesus gives the an-

swer in Luke 6:45: “Out of the abundance of the heart 
the mouth speaks.” The alarming truth is that the 
mouth reveals what is in the heart. It is like the heart 
overfl ows so that what is in the heart comes pouring 
out of the mouth. Ugly words reveal an inner ugliness 
and beautiful words reveal an inner beauty. James asks 
“Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both 
fresh and salt water” (James 3:11)? Obviously not. Salty 
water comes from a salty spring just like salty words 
come from a salty heart.

Paul knew all of this and wanted Timothy to know 
it as well. In his other letters Paul insists that some ways 
of speaking are completely inappropriate for Christians 
and must be avoided at all costs. These are the kinds of 
speech associated with the old man, the old way of liv-
ing: falsehood, anger, bitterness, slander, malice, abu-
sive speech, and fi lthy talk. All of these are unsuitable 
for Christians and will damage their credibility. Other 
ways of speaking are to be pursued, and these are the 
ones associated with the new man, the new way of liv-
ing: truth, edifi cation, admonition, tenderness, forgive-
ness, and thanks. These are suitable for Christians and 
give evidence of their holiness and spiritual maturity.1

Timothy’s challenge was to put to death all those old 
ways of speaking and to bring to life all those new ways of 
speaking. He was to ensure that every word that came out 
of his mouth was good, true, and exemplary. His ministry, 
his credibility, his usefulness to God depended on it.

Timothy’s challenge is your challenge. Today’s 
world gives you more opportunities than ever to use 
your words—to express them face to face, of course, 
but also to type them into Facebook, to tap them into 

Questions to Consider

1. Who do you know who sets the believers an example 
in his or her love? How does that person display 
love for others? What do you see in his or her life 
that you can imitate?

2. Consider what A.W. Pink says: “The measure of 
our love for others can largely be determined by the 
frequency and earnestness of our prayers for them.” 
Do you pray for others? How can you pray for them 
with greater frequency and earnestness?

3. Who in your church is overlooked or unloved? Is 
there something you can do about it?

4. In what ways do you think you are setting a good 
example to the people of your church in the way you 
love others? Pray and thank God for each of them. 
In what ways do you think you are not setting a 
good example to the people of your church in the 
way you love others? Pray and ask God for his 
grace to change you.
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it means to love them well, to love them creatively, to 
love them thoroughly, to love them even—especial-
ly!—if they are hard to love. They may be hard to love 
because they are diffi  cult people. They may be hard to 
love because they are so diff erent from you—older, 
younger, in a diff erent stage of life, educated a diff er-
ent way, a diff erent ethnicity. They may be hard to love 
because you are shy and they are bold. But the 
challenge remains.

Each of us has a comfort zone. Each of us has a group 
of people who make us comfortable and other groups 
that make us uncomfortable. Within the church, our love 
needs to extend beyond any comfort zone. Your love 
needs to extend beyond your comfort zone. The church 
is to be a community of people who love one another de-
spite diff erences, who love one another through diff er-
ences, who love one another because of diff erences. It is 
the place where God showcases what he is doing in this 
world by calling all kinds of people to himself and bind-
ing them together in a spiritual family. Your church needs 
you to be an example of a Christian marked by love, a 
Christian who displays inner transformation by outward 
actions. Your church needs you to serve Christ by serving 
his people, the people he bought with his blood.

Let me off er you a challenge: Try to begin a friend-
ship—a real friendship—with someone in your church 
who is at least 10 years older than you. Try to begin a 
friendship with someone who is at least 10 years younger 
than you. Try to begin a friendship with someone who 
is disabled. You don’t need to do all of this today or this 
week, but over the coming weeks and months, see if you 
can form genuine friendships with people who are diff er-
ent from you. You will benefi t, they will benefi t, and God 
will receive the glory.
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a text message, to speak them through Snapchat. You 
communicate constantly and every one of your words 
matters. Every one of your words displays your heart. 
Do your words set an example for others to imitate?



Questions to Consider

1. Who have you known who has set an example of the 
kind of speech the Bible commends?

2. The biblical pattern for overcoming sin is always 
“put off ” and then “put on” or “put to death” old 
patterns and habits and then “bring to life” new 
patterns and habits. When it comes to your speech, 
what are some sinful ways of speaking that you 
need to put off  or put to death? What are some 
virtuous ways of speaking that you need to put on 
or bring to life?

3. Consider how some of these proverbs should 
challenge you. “When words are many, transgres-
sion is not lacking” (10:19). “Whoever guards his 
mouth preserves his life” (13:3). “The heart of the 
righteous ponders how to answer, but the mouth of 
the wicked pours out evil things.” (15:28). “If one 
gives an answer before he hears, it is his folly and 
shame.” (18:13). Why don’t you ask another person 
to evaluate you in light of these proverbs?

4. In what ways do you think you are setting a good 
example to the people of your church in the way 
you speak? Pray and thank God for each of them. 
In what ways do you think you are not setting a 
good example to the people of your church in the 
way you speak? Pray and ask God for his grace 
to change you.
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MORE THAN A FEELING

We need to understand that according to the Bible, love 
is not just feeling or emotion but something that works 
itself out in action. Love is not less than what we feel, but 
it is certainly more. Aren’t you glad that Jesus did not only 
feel love for you but that he ultimately acted in love for you? 
His feelings would not have done you much good! In the 
same way, the ultimate measure of your love is not what 
you feel for others but what you do for them. Paul’s con-
cern was not just that Timothy feel love for others, but 
that he act in loving ways.

Why was this something Paul needed to mention spe-
cifi cally? Because people are hard to love! Loving others is 
the kind of challenge that tests the best of men. It is a chal-
lenge because of sin—we are sinful and they are sinful, and 
there is always trouble when sin meets sin. Yet loving the 
hard-to-love is how we demonstrate our obedience to God. 
It is how we demonstrate our conformity to him since, af-
ter all, Christ loved us even though we were so hard to love. 
It is how we display Christ-like humility. Ultimately, it is 
how we give evidence of our salvation. The love we extend 
to others is the very same love God has extended to us 
through Christ.

AN EXEMPLARY LOVE

Young Timothy was to be an example of Christian love, 
love he felt internally and love he acted externally. The 
special setting for his love was his local church, for it 
was there that he was to set an example before other 
believers. Timothy’s challenge is your challenge. You, 
too, are called to love. You are called to love the people 
in your local church and to serve as a model of what 
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love…” We have already seen that speech and conduct 
refer to the two ways Timothy’s behavior would man-
ifest itself externally—through his words and through 
his actions. Timothy was to ensure that everything he 
said and everything he did was worthy of imitation. Paul 
now begins to challenge Timothy in his inner qualities. 
Even in the inner man he is to be exemplary, to serve as 
a model of Christian virtue and maturity.

It is no surprise that love heads up Paul’s list of 
inner virtues, for love is the chief of all graces. As he 
says elsewhere, “Now faith, hope, and love abide, these 
three; but the greatest of these is love” (1 Corinthians 
13:13). Love is a defi ning trait for a Christian: “Let us 
love one another, for love is from God, and whoever 
loves has been born of God and knows God. Anyone 
who does not love does not know God because God is 
love” (1 John 4: 7- 8). Love is to mark everything we 
do: “Let all that you do be done in love” (1 Co 16:14). 
But what is love? What is the love Timothy was meant 
to have?

If you have been around churches for any length of 
time, you have probably encountered the Greek word 
Paul uses here: agape (a-GOP-ay). You probably also 
know that Greek has several diff erent words that we 
translate as “love,” each with its own nuances. Agape is 
as straightforward as they come. It refers to esteem or 
aff ection, regard or concern. Timothy was to search his 
heart to ensure he was concerned for the people in his 
church, that he desired what was best for them, that he 
was eager to equip and protect them, and even that he 
felt aff ection for them. His heart was to be warm, not 
cool toward the people in his church. All the while he 
was to know that what he felt and believed internally 
would eventually manifest itself externally.
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Set An Example 
In Your Conduct

I want to scare you a little. At the very least I want to 
intimidate you. Actually, I want the Bible to scare and 
intimidate you, to set a challenge so diffi  cult that you’ll 
know you can’t possibly meet it on your own. 

 By now you know the words that Paul, the older 
mentor, wrote to Timothy, his younger protégé: “Let 
no one despise you for your youth, but set the believ-
ers an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, 
in  purity” (1 Timothy 4:12). We’ve already seen that 
Paul wants Timothy to make his life a work of art that 
other people will be able to see and imitate. Even as a 
young man, Timothy is to be exemplary, to be worthy of 
imitation. We have already seen what it means for Tim-
othy to set an example in his speech and, by extension, 
what it means for you to set an example in your speech.  
Now we need to see what it means to set an example 
in conduct.

THE POWER OF EXAMPLE

I’m sure you know that as a Christian you are meant 
to live as an example in the way you behave. Older sib-
lings are warned to be a good example to their younger 
brothers and sisters. Christian young people are told of 
the importance of living as Christians before a watching 
world of unbelievers. When you’re at school and work, 
when you’re interacting with neighbors and customers, 
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even when you’re at a family reunion, you are to behave 
in distinctly Christian ways. You won’t do what unbe-
lievers do, you won’t watch what unbelievers watch, 
you won’t laugh at the things unbelievers laugh at. You 
are to live as salt and light, standing out from the world 
around you (Matthew 5:13-16). You know that. You’ve 
been told.

But did you know that you are also to stand as an 
example of Christian character and maturity before 
other Christians, even when those Christians are older, 
wiser, and godlier than you? That is a scary thought, an 
intimidating challenge. Yet this was exactly Paul’s chal-
lenge to Timothy. Timothy was a young man, young 
enough that older Christians might look down on him, 
convinced that they couldn’t possibly learn anything 
from somebody so much younger. And still Paul told 
him that it was his responsibility to set them an exam-
ple in his conduct.

Conduct is a general word. It’s a broad word that 
refers to all of life. In all he does, in all his behavior, 
Timothy is to set an example. In every realm of life he 
is to be exemplary. There is no area of life that isn’t cov-
ered by “set the believers an example in conduct.” This 
was true for Timothy and it is true of you. You aren’t 
exempted from serving as an example of Christian con-
duct simply because you are young. You are to be an 
example “at home, at church, at the grocery store, on 
the freeway, on the playground, at the barber shop.” 2 
Bryan Chapell says, “In the day-in, day-out humdrum 
of existence—at the gas station, in the grocery line, at 
the soccer game, washing the car—[you] must be an 
example to all who believe.” 3 All the time, in every way, 
in all of life, God challenges you to be an example of 
godliness to other Christians.
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Set An Example 
In Your Love

Art comes in many diff erent forms. Visit a museum or 
art gallery and you may see sculpture, pottery, calligra-
phy, and, of course, paintings. Though each of these is 
beautiful and valuable in its own way, the Bible com-
mends a very diff erent form of art, one that is more im-
portant and more enduring. It is a living art, the unique 
artwork of the Christian. As Francis Schaeff er said, “No 
work of art is more important than the Christian’s own 
life, and every Christian is cared upon to be an artist in 
this sense.” No work of art is more beautiful, more pre-
cious, than a life lived for God in imitation of his Son.

In 1 Timothy 4, Paul writes to Timothy to tell him 
that he is responsible for making his life just such 
a work of art. He is to “set an example” before other 
Christians, and especially the ones in his local church. 
Though he is still young, he is to have confi dence in 
his ability to live an exemplary life. Now that we have 
looked at what it means for Timothy to set an example 
in his speech and conduct, we are prepared to consider 
his love. And through Timothy, of course, we will con-
sider your love.

THE CHIEF OF ALL GRACES

“Let no one despise you for your youth,” said Paul, “but 
set the believers an example in speech, in conduct, in 
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Are you that example of godliness? Do other be-
lievers look to you as someone who models what it 
means to conduct yourself as a Christian? I will leave 
it to you to consider the entirety of your life because 
I want to focus on just one area—the way you behave 
when you’re with your local church. When you gather 
with other Christians, do they see you modeling Chris-
tian conduct? Do other Christians, even older Chris-
tians, see you as a model of godliness? This is your 
God-given task!

From the perspective of an older Christian, one who 
has recently entered into my forties, I can attest that few 
things are more encouraging to me than being around 
young people who exemplify Christian character. I love to 
be challenged by seeing young people lead godly lives. 
Believe it or not, their godliness is a tremendous bless-
ing and challenge to me and to others like me. I want to 
challenge you to make a point of setting the believers an 
example in your conduct right there in your church family. 
Let me off er just a few ways young Christians can do this.

Be there. Attend every service. Make church atten-
dance a high priority that will only be interrupted in the 
most unusual circumstances. If a sport or other activity 
is going to keep you from church week after week, you 
need to think long and hard about whether that’s a fair 
trade. Don’t let every cough and sniffl  e keep you home on 
a Sunday morning. Get your homework done by Saturday 
so you can commit Sunday to the Lord. Ask your boss if 
you can have Sundays off . You can only be an example to 
other people if you are around other people.

Be all-in. Once you get to church, be all-in. One 
of the best ways to do this is to be friendly, to meet 
people and engage them in conversation. Your temp-
tation will be to gravitate to the people who are most 
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similar to you, so challenge yourself to meet people 
who are diff erent from you—much older or younger, 
a diff erent ethnicity, people with disabilities. Look for 
people who are otherwise overlooked and get to know 
them. Speaking once more as someone older than you, 
I can testify that it is a great blessing to be greeted 
by younger Christians and to have them engage me 
in conversation.

Be a servant. Look for ways to serve in the church, 
and especially in those ministries that are low-visibili-
ty. Lots of people feel specially called and equipped to 
sing or play an instrument at the front of the room, but 
most of us are far better equipped to take out the trash 
or set up the chairs. Volunteer for the lowest jobs, the 
ones no one else wants to do. And then do those jobs 
with joy and without demanding gratitude. Be content 
to be overlooked.

Be visible. Yet even as you are willing to be invis-
ible, don’t be afraid to be visible. As you worship, set 
the believers an example in your joyful singing. As 
you listen to sermons, set the believers an example 
in your attentive listening. As you put what you’ve 
learned into practice, set the believers an example in 
your humility and diligence. As you fellowship, set the 
believers an example in your willingness to go outside 
your comfort zone. Remember, the very idea behind 
being an example is to be seen—to be seen so you can 
be imitated.

This is only a start, just a few suggestions. In these 
ways and many more you can set an example to the 
believers in your conduct. This is God’s high and holy 
calling for you, the young Christian. Will you heed 
that call?

Questions to Consider

1. Does it intimidate you to know that you’re called by 
God to serve as an example in your conduct, even 
(and especially!) before other Christians? Why?

2. In what ways do you think you are serving as a 
good example in your conduct. Pray and thank God 
for them. In what ways do you think you are setting 
a poor example in your conduct? Pray and ask God 
to forgive you and to give you the grace to change.

3. What are some of the ways you serve in your local 
church? What are some of the ways you think you 
ought to serve in your local church?

4. Do you fi nd it diffi  cult or unnatural to fellowship 
with people who are diff erent from you? Why do 
you think that is? What will you do about it?
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