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The Savior of Lost Causes  
 

1 Timothy 1:12-17  
Along with 2 Timothy and Titus, 1 Timothy makes up what 
are commonly referred to as the Pastoral Epistles. One of 
the things which makes the Pastoral Epistles so helpful is 
that the issues addressed within them are still so relevant 
for the church today. And as this particular passage 
demonstrates (1 Timothy 1:12-17) the Pastoral Epistles 
remind us that the gospel of Jesus Christ continues to be 
the church’s central message and the matter of first 
importance. Above all things the church is to be the herald 
of the fact “that Christ Jesus came into the world to save 
sinners” (vs. 15).  
 
1. The thankfulness of the saved sinner 
Vs. 12 

 The Christian life begins and continues with 
thankfulness. Saved sinners comprehend the 
extraordinary price paid for their salvation. They know 
what they were outside of God’s saving grace. They 
understand what their fate would have been apart from 
the intervention of Jesus Christ. In Romans chapter 1 
Paul points out that lack of thankfulness is a defining characteristic of the godless (vs. 21). It makes 
sense, therefore, that thankfulness would be part and parcel of the Christian life. Think of how much sin 
can be attributed, at least in part, to ingratitude. Adultery, theft, boastfulness, gossip, coveting, anger, 
sexual license, every form of idolatry, and grumbling all have ingratitude as a constituent feature.  

 Paul’s thankfulness is directed to its proper source – “Christ Jesus.” Paul could not conceive of himself 
apart from Christ. Repeatedly in his epistles Paul locates his identity “in Christ.” Indeed, union with Christ 
is one of the chief themes throughout Paul’s writing. Here, “strengthens me,” is likely a reference to his 
remarkable conversion on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:5).1 Paul’s conversion and his call into service 
as an Apostle were simultaneous events.  

 We must be careful not to interpret Paul’s words “because he judged me faithful,” to mean that he 
somehow merited his salvation and calling. Indeed, Paul is about to point out that he in fact is the foremost 
of sinners. Paul is amazed that God would call him – a former blasphemer and insolent man – into his 
service. Commenting on this verse, Augustine, the 5th century theologian wrote: “God does not choose 
anyone who is worthy, but in choosing him renders him worthy.” 

 
2. The transforming grace of Jesus  
Vv. 13-16 

 Vs. 13a – Paul’s three-fold description of his sinful status prior to his conversion would have resonated 
with tremendous gravity for any Jewish readers. For the Jew there was no greater sin than blasphemy. 
Indeed, it was the charge of blasphemy which sent Jesus to the cross. In a general sense, blasphemy is 
speaking against God. It often takes the form of attributing wickedness to God. In rejecting Jesus as the 
Messiah, Paul was committing blasphemy; calling God’s own Son wicked. It was done in ignorance to be 
sure. But it was still blasphemy and directly imperiled his soul. Paul goes on to describe himself as a 
“persecutor and insolent opponent.” This was his posture toward God and his church. An insolent man is 
a man of violence and insufferable pride. In these ways, Paul made himself the enemy of God and an 
opponent of his purposes.  

 Vs. 13b – “But I received mercy…” What powerful words of hope for the sinner! Indeed, that simple clause 
is in many ways the lasting testimony for all saved sinners. Even in the gravest of sins, God was merciful 
to Paul extending patience to him in his ignorance.  

                                                           
1 William Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, WBC vol. 46 (Dallas: Word, 2000) p. 50  
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 When Paul states that he acted “in ignorance” he is not excusing or in any other way diminishing the 
seriousness of his sin. Rather, his rebellion against the Lord Jesus was driven by what he thought was 
zeal for God. Peter said something similar to the Jews in Jerusalem in telling them, “you acted in 
ignorance” in rejecting Jesus and demanding his crucifixion (Acts 3:17). To the Greeks in Athens Paul 
said, “The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent” 
(Acts 17:30). He was not saying that their past unbelief and disobedience were excusable. Rather, 
because they acted in ignorance there is a chance that they may hear and receive correction. Sadly, 
Hymenaeus and Alexander, who blasphemed the Lord after coming to a knowledge of the truth are in a 
much more dire state, having made shipwreck of their faith (vv. 19-20).   

 Vs. 15 – “The saying” Paul refers to was almost certainly one of the early creedal statements already in 
use by the churches in the first century: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” By referring 
to himself as the “foremost” of sinners Paul is not engaging in hyperbole or false humility. Paul understood 
that there was no greater sin than blasphemy; opposing God directly and seeking to destroy his work. 
This explains Paul’s undiminished wonder at the grace shown to him.  

 Vs. 16 – For the second time, Paul states, “But I received mercy.” And why? Because he, as the worst of 
sinners, would be Exhibit A in testimony to God’s grace in Jesus Christ. Part of what fueled Paul’s 
evangelistic zeal was the knowledge that if God could save him, he could save anyone. And this grace 
by which Paul was saved was the grace which also transforms. God’s grace in Jesus Christ did not leave 
Paul in his sinful state. Indeed, the transformation was remarkable as it will inevitably be in the life of any 
sinner who is saved. The former insolent opponent of the church became an apostle and evangelist. The 
former blasphemer became a worshipper.  

 
3. The deep praise of the redeemed   
Vs. 17  

 After his reflection on God’s radical grace toward him, it is understandable why Paul breaks forth in praise. 
It is not uncommon for Paul, after he has reflected on the grace, mercy, and love of God, or some other 
divine attribute, to offer a doxology; a word of praise to God. Think of the end of Romans 11, for example, 
where, after a long discourse on God’s plan of salvation, Paul breaks into doxology: “Oh, the depth of the 
riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable 
his ways!” (Rom. 11:33). As in Romans 11, an “Amen” concludes the doxology, adding emphasis and 
formality. 

 Notice the doctrine Paul includes in his doxology. Any attempt to separate doctrine from doxology will 
render both insufficient. Doctrine without doxology is dead and doxology without doctrine is ignorant. 
Paul’s praise is not the flimsy sentiment of an uninformed faith. It is the deep praise of a man who knows 
what God is like.  

 Notice the specific confessions of Paul’s praise. He praises God as… 
a) Sovereign – God is “the King…” He is over all things for he has made all things for himself and for 
his glory. All things belong to him and he directs all things toward their appointed ends.  
b) Eternal – God is “the King of the ages.” God exists over and above time. Indeed, time is the creation 
of God. Being outside of time, God does not experience the passage of moments as does everything 
in creation. That means God cannot change. His perfections cannot be diminished in any way in part 
because he does not age or decay or improve with time. God is eternal.  
c) Immortal – God is untouched by decay and death. He does not grow old or weary. 
d) Invisible – Though humans are able to glimpse his glory in creation, no man has ever truly seen 
God as he is. Certainly those who walked with Jesus saw God in the flesh. Jesus is the “image of the 
invisible God” (Colossians 1:15). Those who saw Jesus saw God in a way fit for their creaturely 
limitations. God’s invisibility is not due to lack of being. Rather, God – as he is in himself – remains 
hidden from creaturely eyes because his glory and perfection are beyond the horizon of human 
capacity. Imagine a perfection too great for human eyes. That is what God is like.  
e) The Only God – God is unique in his being. He has no rivals. Perhaps the very first confession of 
faith repeated by God’s people was the Shema – “Hear O Israel, the Lord thy God, the Lord is one” 
(Deuteronomy 6:4-9). That is, there are no other gods beside the Lord. The Lord alone is God. Of 
himself, God declares, “I am the Lord and there is no other” (Isaiah 45:18). 

 To the Sovereign God and King who is eternal, immortal and invisible we justly ascribe all “honor and 
glory forever and ever. Amen.”  


