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Jesus and Sinners 

1 Timothy 1:12-17


INTRO:


Jesus and sinners. Jesus was criticized for eating and drinking with sin-

ners. Jesus said that he had come to seek and save the lost. He had 

come for sinners, not the righteous, not the self-righteous. The church 

must learn and relearn this challenging and wonderful, saving truth — 

that Jesus Christ came to preach to, to receive, to love, and to forgive sin-

ners. Sinners. 


ME:


I remember a song by Steve Taylor called Jesus is for Losers. It is based 

on the Gospel text this morning. Jesus is for Losers is an idea that might 

seem offensive to us, because we do not like to think of ourselves as 

losers. But Jesus said he came NOT to call the winners to repentance be-

cause winners are righteous people with no need for repentance. Jesus 

came to call losers to repentance, sinners who need to turn back to God. 

So Jesus is for Losers, Jesus came for you and for me, and for us all.


YOU:
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How do you feel about being called a loser? Not too great, is it? But it 

is true! Jesus is for losers. Let’s find out more about this in 1 Timothy:


But let’s pray together first… 

GOD:


 1 Timothy 1:12  I am grateful to Christ Jesus our 
Lord, who has strengthened me, because he judged 
me faithful and appointed me to his service, 13 even 
though I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, 
and a man of violence. But I received mercy because 
I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, 14 and the grace of 
our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love 
that are in Christ Jesus. 15 The saying is sure and 
worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came 
into the world to save sinners — of whom I am the 
foremost. 16  But for that very reason I received 
mercy, so that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ 
might display the utmost patience, making me an 
example to those who would come to believe in him 
for eternal life. 17 To the King of the ages, immortal, 
invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever 
and ever. Amen. 

WE:


“This man welcomes sinners and eats with them,” the critics charge 

against Jesus in today’s Gospel lesson and Paul responds to this in his 

first letter to Timothy. Jesus really does welcome sinners. And that is his 

unusual glorious practice.
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This letter was written by Paul so we really must put it in the context of 

Paul’s own story. Paul calls himself the “chief of sinners.” He was the one 

in Acts who began to persecute the church. The great persecutor of the 

church, Saul, the church's number one enemy, became the great apostle to 

the Gentiles, Paul. From this one who had such horrible sin, came the one 

who would proclaim the wonderful grace of God toward sinners. 


This passage from 1 Timothy is one of the great “Grace passages” of the 

church. Because of Paul's own story, the contrast between the terrible sin 

of the sinner and the great grace of God is heightened. Christ came into 

the world to save sinners. This echoes what we hear in Matthew when Je-

sus says directly that he came into the world not “to call righteous peo-

ple, but sinners” (Matthew 9:13). Paul was comfortable using himself as 

and example of the great grace of God: 


“God gave his grace to me, the least of all God’s 
people, to preach the good news about the 
i m m e a s u r a b l e r i c h e s o f C h r i s t t o t h e 
Gentiles” (Ephesians 3:8). 

“I’m the least important of the apostles, because I 
harassed God’s church” (1 Corinthians 15:9).

Jesus came to save sinners. It seems that Paul borrowed verse 17 from the 

ancient worship of the Church: 


 1 Timothy 1:17 To the King of the ages, immortal, 
invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever 
and ever. Amen. 
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This is a short hymn of praise to God used in early Christian worship. It is 

very similar to the praise songs found in much contemporary worship that 

point our worship right at our God. Clearing all the other distractions away 

from our worship.


There are a lot of lessons in the faith that we seem to need to keep learn-

ing and relearning. Because we so easily forget. Let me illustrate:


Everyone in town knew that he was guilty as sin. Why the state spent thou-

sands on the trial of Michael Peterson we just don't know. Peterson had 

distinguished himself by writing foolish letters to the local newspaper ed-

itor, criticizing local politicians. He and his wife were notorious for their 

greed and the wild things that went on in their big house in the expensive 

part of town. So when the news of his wife’s death went public, that she 

was found dead with her head bashed in, everyone knew who did it: 


Michael Peterson.

He said she slipped. Yeah, she slipped, and her head was bashed in, blood 

splattered all over the stairs from the top . . . all the way to the bottom. But 

the trial was held, during which the sleazy defense lawyer mocked police 

testimony. The jurors deliberated for the shortest of times. He was found 

guilty. Peterson was sent to jail for life without parole.


Kenneth Lay had every advantage in the world. He quickly climbed the cor-

porate ladder and found himself at the head of Enron, the nation’s greatest 
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energy supplier and seller of oil and natural gas in the world. He was con-

sidered a business genius and easily got along with everyone.


And yet...when Enron collapsed, it was revealed to be a house of cards. It 

was all a sham. Enron was just a collection of unethical accounting prac-

tices. It was all a bunch of lies. Thousands of good people lost their jobs, 

and there was a great deal of suffering. Ken Lay was joined by his partner 

in crime, Bernie Ebbers of WorldCom. Ebbers was a devout Baptist who 

also lied, stole and deceived. Many more thousands were out of work be-

cause of his dishonesty. Someone said, “I can’t tell you how embar-

rassed I am to be in business with the likes of Ken Lay and Bernie 

Ebbers.” They both retreated to their mansions in Florida with their millions 

of dollars, while thousands of their employees, stockholders, and others 

suffered. 


And yet, for each of these notorious sinners — who are sinning in different 

sinful ways but still sinning — there is a word from God. Do you remem-

ber the word from today’s scripture? 


“This saying is reliable and deserves full acceptance: ‘Christ Jesus 

came into the world to save sinners.’” 


Elsewhere, when Jesus was criticized for associating with and sharing 

meals with sinners he said, “If you are in good health, you don’t need a 

doctor,” and, “If you are where you ought to be, you don’t need to be 
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found.” I’ve come only for the sick and the lost. I’ve come only for sinners. 

Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. It doesn’t say that Jesus 

Christ came to reward all the good church people for sitting through bor-

ing, pointless sermons. It doesn’t say that Jesus Christ came to pay tribute 

for all those who have never broken a law and feel good about it. It says to 

Michael Peterson, Ken Lay, Bernie Ebbers, Chris Andress, and all the rest 

of us church people and those who haven't quite made it to church yet: 


Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. 

Let all the sinners say, “Amen!”


THE BOTTOM LINE:


Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.

YOU:


So what do you want to do about that? After you say, “Amen” what are 

you going to do about this?


ACTION STEPS:


Here’s what you can do about this today and this week:


-	 Start every morning on your knees thanking God for his grace to 

you, a sinner!


-	 Live your life like you are a forgiven sinner. That means do not judge 

other for their sin! Do not throe any stones unless you are sure you 
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are without sin. Drop those stones and walk away into the day by the 

grace of God in Jesus Christ.


-	 If you notice others struggling with guilt, tell them the story of grace 

in your life. Tell them how God has redeemed you and is redeem-

ing you in his grace. If your not sure how to do that, pray for some 

spiritual creativity to see your life in a new way, in a way that paints a 

picture of grace for you and then for others.


CLOSE:


I read something I'd like to share with you:


How did we get the world the way it is? Why is there 
something instead of nothing? Our beliefs as 
Christians don’t tell us much about how the world got 
here; we leave that to the scientists. But we do believe 
that we know why there is something rather than nothing. 

“When God began to create the heavens and the 
earth . . . God saw everything he had made: it was 
supremely good” (Gen 1: 1, 31). 

The world is God’s idea. All life is here for a good reason, a purpose. Just 

ask Simon Birch! We get an early glimpse of that purposeful creation in 

Genesis (the first book of the Bible, whose name means “Beginning”). 

“God said, ‘Let us make humanity in our image’” (Genesis 1:26). But 

very early, at the dawn of our history with God, things go very badly wrong. 

Not content to be creatures, we attempt various ways of becoming gods 

on our own, like rebellious self-creators rather than creatures of the Cre-
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ator. It wasn’t enough to be coworkers with God, we rebelled, disobeyed, 

and took the world into our own hands. As soon as the first couple had 

children, then one of the children commits the first murder (Genesis 4) 

when Cain kills his brother, Abel. Our bloody head bashing is inherited. 

Read the morning news, take History 101, visit the city dump, or look with-

in your own heart, and you will see why we do not need to even try to ar-

gue: 


we are sinners. 

We did not turn out as God intended. We really are not right. Here, having 

just closed the books on probably the bloodiest century ever because of 

terrorism and the wars against terrorism of our newborn century, well, we 

are not off to a particularly good start, are we? 


Some still happily think that humanity is basically good, that we are all do-

ing the best we can. At first such optimism seems superficial and silly, and 

they really are. But then, a big part of our sinfulness is to deny that we are, 

after all, down deep, all sinners! Despite our so called “progress” and our 

good intentions, we really do need saving. We can’t seem to help our-

selves. We set out to do good and unintentionally cause great harm. We try 

to set the world right with our armies and our power only to cause a bigger 

mess. We say to each other, “I love you,” when what we really mean is, “I 

love me and want to use you to love me even more.” We repeatedly try 

to organize the whole world around ourselves, curving in upon ourselves, 
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living just for ourselves. We make bold declarations and resolutions and 

then throw it all away on a bottle of booze or a hand full of pills. We launch 

out to make the world safe for democracy only to bomb the very nations 

we wanted to save. Is it any wonder that, in an embarrassingly quick 

time after the creation of humanity, Genesis says sadly, “The LORD re-

gretted making human beings on the earth, and he was heartbro-

ken” (Genesis 6:6)? They say that our sin is not only private and personal 

but also systemic and social, and even political. Paul says that the whole 

creation is groaning in labor pains (Romans 8:22).


In the world today, whenever there is a natural disaster, people ask, “Why 

did God do this to us?” Paul says that the whole creation groans as it 

asks humanity, “Why did you do this to God and God’s world?” 


And the good news is that God did not give us what we deserve. Though 

God created us to be in covenant and communion with our Creator, we 

made God mourn because of what we made of ourselves. Lonely and piti-

ful, all dressed up with our willpower and vain self - assertion, we were 

naked and broken in our rebellion. And just as the sky turned very dark like 

a blanket had been laid over our world, and all seemed lost, God — true to 

God’s trinitarian nature — risked it all, lowered himself, bent down, and 

embraced us. This is “gospel,” the good news of Jesus the Christ.
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Gospel = Jesus came for sinners. This is no jingle! This is no ad campaign! 

This is the truth of the love of God in Jesus the Christ.


In the early 80s, an image campaign began in the city of Atlanta with the 

hopes of encouraging Atlantans to see their city with pride and hope — 

despite some of its darker issues of race relations, violence, poverty, and 

unemployment. The jingle was endearing, if cheesy, chirping birds in the 

background and all: 


There's a feeling in the air, that you can't get 
anywhere … except in Georgia. I taste a thousand 
yesterdays and I still love the magic ways of Atlanta.

All of it was meant to inspire nostalgia, loyalty, and camaraderie — and to 

counter all the city's negative images. Those who remember it speak fond-

ly of the "Hello Atlanta!" song's ability to highlight Atlanta's unique brand 

of urbanism and the pride.


Makes no difference where I go, you're the best 
hometown I know. Hello, Atlanta. Hello, Georgia. We 
love you on 11 Alive!

The song served as something of an anthem for the city, so much so that 

Ira Glass recently featured it on his program This American Life. He inter-

viewed people who remembered the song. And then he completely burst 

their unique sense of city-pride by playing for them the exact same song 

and lyrics with "Milwaukee" or "Calgary" substituted out in chorus and 
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pictures. As it turned out, this "image campaign" was a syndicated cam-

paign that took place in 167 different cities worldwide. 


There's a feeling in the air, that you can't get 
anywhere, except … fill in the blank.

The Bible does not give us an image campaign about the Gospel, about 

God's good news. It is not meant to play on a sense of nostalgia for gener-

ic people and places. The promise of the Gospel is for particular people in 

particular places. And this good news can be for you today. All you have to 

do is accept the invitation of grace. 


Yes, Jesus, am a sinner for which you came to the 
earth. Heal me. Love me, save me . . .

Let’s keep the prayer going . . .


