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Chapter 4 may be outlined as follows:  

 

4:1-2 The Causes of the Apostasy.   

4:3–10   The Tests of Error. 

     4:3–5 The Theological Test: Creation  

     4:6–10 An Ethical Test: Godliness 

4:11-16 Encouragement to Faithfulness as a Good Servant of Christ  

There is a close connection between chapters 3 and 4. Chapter 3 ended by stating that the church is a 

pillar and support of the truth; it then reaffirmed what the truth is in relationship to Christ by means of 

an ancient Christian hymn that expressed what the church believed (3:16). Chapter 4 begins by pointing 

out that there will be those who deny the truth that the church professes (4:1). 

4:1 But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying 

attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons, 

4:2 by means of the hypocrisy of liars seared in their own conscience as with a branding iron,  

In spite of the fact that the church possessed and professed the truth, some will abandon it for 

something else. This was revealed by the Spirit to Paul.  

Some assume that the “later times” is the period of time just before the return of Christ. However, verse 

4 indicates that apostasies were taking place even as Paul wrote.  This is the same pattern as 2 Timothy 

3:1 ff.  First, Paul writes about the false teachers in the last days, then he warns Timothy to avoid such 

people. The implication is that the last days existed as he wrote. Hebrews 1:1-2 says, “God, after He 

spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions and in many ways, in these last days has 

spoken to us in His Son." 1 Peter 1:20: "Christ was foreknown before the foundation of the world but 

was made manifest at the last of the times for your sake." 1 Corinthians 10:11: "These things happened 

to them as a warning, but they were written down for our instruction, upon whom the end of the ages 

has come." 1 John 2:18: “Children, it is the last hour; and just as you heard that antichrist is coming, 

even now many antichrists have appeared; from this we know that it is the last hour.” Thus, the "later 

times" is the time period inaugurated by Christ, characterized by the presence of the Spirit, and 

consummated by Jesus’ return. The coming of Christ marked the beginning of the end. It is during this 

time when apostasy will flourish. 

4:1-2 The Causes of the Apostasy.   

Those who departed from the faith did so (1) by paying attention to the lies of deceitful spirits (2) that 

were mediated through the hypocritical teachings of those who spoke lies. 

In other words, the ultimate reason people apostatize from the faith is because they are deceived by 

satanic forces. Satan is the great deceiver of men; his deception began in the Garden of Eden and 

continued through the centuries. Jesus called him a liar and the father of lies (Jn. 8:44). The apostles 

were also aware of satanic deceit.  
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Paul speaks of the necessity of forgiveness “so that no advantage would be taken of us by Satan, for we 

are not ignorant of his schemes” (2 Cor. 2:11). In Ephesians 6:11, he instructs believers to “put on the 

full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil.” In describing 

the “man of lawlessness” he says, “the one whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan, with all 

power and signs and false wonders,  and with all the deception of wickedness” (2 Thes.2:9-10).  The 

satanically inspired “second beast” of Revelation 13:14 “deceives those who dwell on the earth because 

of the signs which it was given him to perform.”  

Satan is the primary source of false doctrine, but people are responsible for its propagation as well. The 

satanic doctrines are passed to others “by means of” or “through” human beings; the false teachers are 

the proximate source that lead people away from the faith (Knight, 189) ); they are the mediators of the 

satanic lies to the people.  

Often when someone is called a liar it implies deliberate deceitfulness. However, here the teachers are 

called liars because they speak falsehood.  

They are also hypocrites. Their hypocrisy lies in the fact that they have rejected things that God had said 

are good: specifically, marriage and certain foods (4:3). And they do this without any tinge of conscience 

for their consciences have been seared.  

“Searing” pictures the burning of a hot iron used in branding cattle or slaves.  A brand, when it burns, 

leaves a mark of ownership, but it also destroys the nerves and makes the area insensitive. By analogy, a 

seared conscience is a conscience that is cauterized, insensitive to the things of God. The voice of 

warning has been smothered and silenced.  

Deceit and the searing of the conscience work hand in hand and bear false doctrine as its fruit. By 

denying oneself the pleasures of marriage and certain foods, they left the impression that they were 

extraordinarily pious and devoted; in reality, their “piety” was a mask that treated what God had 

created as evil. 

Paul demonstrates the erroneous nature of this teaching by giving two tests. The first is theological and 

the second is ethical. 

 4:3–10   The Tests of Error 

     4:3–5 The Theological Test: Creation  

4:3 men who forbid marriage and advocate abstaining from foods which God has created to 

be gratefully shared in by those who believe and know the truth. 

4:4 For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with 

gratitude; 

4:5 for it is sanctified by means of the word of God and prayer. 
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Verse 4 begins with “for” which introduces the theological reason why men don’t need to abstain from 

foods; namely, because all things that God created are good (Gen. 1:31; Ro. 14:14, 20; Mk. 7:18, 19). 

Genesis 1:31 says, “God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good.” Jesus said in Mark 

7:18-19, “Are you so lacking in understanding also? Do you not understand that whatever goes into the 

man from outside cannot defile him, because it does not go into his heart, but into his stomach, and is 

eliminated?” Thus, He declared all foods clean. And in Genesis 2:18 and 24 God said, "It is not good for 

the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him.” He then said, “a man shall leave his 

father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh.”  

Hunger pains and sexual desires are natural appetites of human beings that ensure the survival of the 

human race. Eating food and getting married are the God-designed ways to fulfill these desires.  

However, these teachers, and teachers throughout church history, have taught that these desires are 

evil and must be suppressed. The way to holiness, they say, is self-denial. They err in that denying 

marriage or food is not putting to death the sin nature; it is not being thankful for God’s gracious gifts. 

In other words, marriage and food are gifts given by God, created to be enjoyed and received with 

thanksgiving.  By rejecting these gifts God was not honored or thanked by His people for them.  

Although Paul wrote, “everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected,” there is an 

important condition attached: they are good “if they are received with thanksgiving.” 

This condition could mean a couple of different things:  

VIEW 1) The simplest, and probably the preferred meaning, is that “the antidote to rejection is not mere 

reception, but rather reception with thankfulness to God as the acknowledged giver of these good gifts” 

(Knight, 192). Paul is more concerned that people recognize God’s goodness and are thankful for it, than 

he is in defending Christian liberty. 

VIEW 2) The second view is a bit more complicated, but also makes good sense. This view states that 

“while God created everything for use by men, the right use depends on faith, full knowledge of the 

truth, and an actively expressed spirit of thanksgiving” (Stibbs, 173). If any of these elements are missing, 

then God’s gifts are not being properly received. 

In that day, many of the Christians were Jews who were bound in their consciences by the OT law. They 

could not eat all foods with thanksgiving for “the question naturally came to their minds if their new 

freedom would bring them into the sphere of the unclean and even involve them in paganism” (TDNT II, 

570). Though eating “unclean” foods (foods forbidden to be eaten in the OT) was not sinful, strictly 

speaking, it would be sinful, if by eating them, someone thought that they were disobeying God.  It is 

never right to compromise one’s conscience by doing what is believed to be evil.  Paul said this in 

Romans 14:14 and 20:  “I know and am convinced in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself; but 

to him who thinks anything to be unclean, to him it is unclean. . .    All things indeed are clean, but they 

are evil for the man who eats and gives offense.” In Romans 14:23 it says of those who question what 
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they can eat, “he who doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and 

whatever is not from faith is sin.” 

The same food may be fine for one person to eat but not for another. The deciding factor is the faith of 

the one who eats. To the one who understands that food is just food, created by God to be enjoyed, and 

that eating food does not separate man from God, rejecting certain foods for reasons of piety would be 

hypocritical. However, if one feels he is sinning by eating certain foods, eating would be sin to him.  

All this to say, that the second view interprets “nothing is to be rejected if it is received with gratitude” 

to mean that some should reject eating certain foods if by partaking they defile their conscience.  

Furthermore, Paul says that “everything created by God” is “sanctified by means of the word of God and 

prayer.” 

How does the word and prayer sanctify God’s gifts?   

Stott explains that through God’s word and prayer “marriage and food, and all God’s many other 

creation gifts, are consecrated twice over, first and foremost objectively in themselves, since God made 

or instituted them, gave them to us to enjoy, and has said so in Scripture.”  

Note that Stott does not see “the word of God” in verse 5 as the OT Scriptures per se, but as God’s 

spoken word that brought all things into existence, following the theme of Genesis 1 where God 

originally declared His creation “good.” Thus, everything created by God is sanctified, or set apart, by 

the declaration of God when He made them.  That is, the word of God, as used here, is God’s declaration 

that what He created was good (which is recorded in OT). 

Then Stott says, “secondly they are consecrated to us subjectively when we recognize their divine origin 

and receive them from God with gratitude. If God made something, calling it into being by his word, and 

by the same word declared it to be good, and if, as a result of our knowledge of these things, we can 

thank God for it with a good conscience, then we have a double cause to receive it, enjoy it, and 

thankfully celebrate it. God's creative word and our grateful prayer have together sanctified it to our 

use.” 

In other words, prayer also sets God’s good gifts apart (i.e. it sanctifies them), for prayer is man’s 

acknowledgment that these things are indeed gifts that came from God.  

 Thus, God tells man that he can use the gifts He created, and man, through prayer, acknowledges the 

gift. So the gift is set apart by both parties: both by man and by God. 

Notice carefully, however, what Paul writes. It is not that 'everything is good,' but that 

everything created by God is good. This is an indispensable qualification, since not everything 

that exists has come unsullied from the Creator’s hand, for the creation was followed by the fall, 

which introduced evil into the world and spoiled much of God's good creation. Indeed the 

creation has been 'subjected to frustration' and is now 'groaning' in pain. We therefore need 
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discernment to know what in our human experience is attributable to the creation, and what to 

the fall. A flagrant current misuse of the creation argument is the claim that the practices of 

heterosexual and homosexual people are equally good because they are equally created. 

Homosexual Christians regularly say, 'I’m gay because God made me that way, and so I intend to 

celebrate my homosexuality.' But no, what God created was 'male and female', with 

heterosexual marriage as the intended consequence. It is no more appropriate to celebrate 

homosexuality then other disordered human tendencies which are due to the fall, like our 

irrationality, covetousness or pride. So we must be careful not to confuse creation and fall, 

order and disorder, but rather to ensure that we celebrate only what God created, and 

thankfully receive only what he gives. . . 

We should determine, then, to recognize and acknowledge, appreciate and celebrate, all the 

gifts of the Creator: the glory of the heavens and of the earth, of mountain, river and sea, of 

forest and flowers, of birds, beasts and butterflies, and of the intricate balance of the natural 

environment; the unique privileges of our humanness (rational, moral, social and spiritual), as 

we were created in God’s image and appointed as his stewards; the joys of gender, marriage, 

sex, children, parenthood and family life, and our extended family and friends; the rhythm of 

work and rest, of daily work as a means to cooperate with God and serve the common good, 

and of the Lord's day when we exchange work for worship; the blessings of peace, freedom, 

justice and good government, and of food and drink, clothing and shelter; and our human 

creativity expressed in music, literature, painting, sculpture and drama, and in the skills and 

strengths displayed in sport.  

To reject these things is to abandon the faith, since it insults the Creator. To receive them 

thankfully and celebrate them joyfully is to glorify God, 'who richly provides us with everything 

for our enjoyment' (6:17; Stott, 114-115). 

   4:6–10 An Ethical Test: Godliness 

 

4:6 In pointing out these things to the brethren, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, 

constantly nourished on the words of the faith and of the sound doctrine which you have been 

following. 

4:7 But have nothing to do with worldly fables fit only for old women. On the other hand, 

discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness; 

4:8 for bodily discipline is only of little profit, but godliness is profitable for all things, since it 

holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come. 

4:9 It is a trustworthy statement deserving full acceptance. 

4:10 For it is for this we labor and strive, because we have fixed our hope on the living God, 

who is the Savior of all men, especially of believers. 

 

"The doctrine of creation has wide ramifications, as we have seen. It is the secret of developing a 

positive, world – affirming, grateful attitude to life, and of having a strong conscience which liberates us 
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to enjoy the good gifts of the good Creator" (Stott, 116). Thus, good theology is the first means of 

detecting error. But there is a second way that false teaching can be detected; that is by seeing what it 

produces. Does the teaching lead to godliness?  

 

This section begins by pointing out that the servant of God is to be nourished by the words of God if he 

is to instruct others in the truth. These “words” are described as words of faith and sound doctrine. The 

word “faith” can be used of the personal faith one has in Christ or it can be the objective faith of 

Christianity (that is, the basic truths Christians believe). The latter is probably intended here: God’s 

servant needs to be nourished on the truths taught by the apostles. But he is to also be nourished on 

good doctrine or teaching found in the OT Scriptures.  

 

Secondly, the good servant is to discipline himself for the purpose of godliness (4:7). The word 

“discipline” means to exercise or train (Knight, 197); this is expanded upon in the analogy that follows in 

verse 8.  

The basic meaning of godliness is respect or reverence. In secular Greek it was used of the respect given 

to rulers or others in authority. In the New Testament, however, it is used only of reverence for God. 

Paul doesn't tell us how we are to exercise for godliness, but Stott says that the parallel between 

nourishment and exercise together suggests that we are to exercise in the same way that we nourish 

ourselves, namely through the word of God (Stott, 117). 

The “for” that begins verse 8 introduces the basis for disciplining ourselves, which is given by comparing 

physical and spiritual discipline.  Paul points out that both physical and spiritual exercise are profitable.  

Physical exercise contributes to our well-being in this life. But godliness is of much greater value since it 

contributes to the well-being in this life, but also benefits us in the life to come. This is a trustworthy 

statement. 

 

We labor and strive (exercise) toward godliness, because we have our hope fixed on the living God who 

is the Savior of all men, especially those who believe (4:10). 

 

It is abundantly clear in the writings of Paul that he is not a universalist (that is, he doesn’t believe that 

all men will be saved). This verse is drawing the distinction between the potential of salvation for all 

men and the actual salvation of those who are called (see comments on the two wills of God in the 

Chapter 3 notes). God’s love for mankind and the power of the cross are limitless; they are big enough 

to save the entire world (Jn. 3:16). But salvation is not applied to all; it only benefits those who believe; 

it is especially for them. 
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4:11-16 Encouragement to Faithfulness as a Good Servant of Christ  

 

4:11 Prescribe and teach these things.  

4:12 Let no one look down on your youthfulness, but rather in speech, conduct, love, faith and 

purity, show yourself an example of those who believe. 

Verses 11 and 12 uncover the difficulty that Timothy faced. On the one hand, he was given quite a 

significant responsibility by Paul; he was Paul’s representative who was to mediate apostolic authority 

to the church. On the other hand, he was young, which in that culture received little respect.  

Timothy was to command and teach the things Paul prescribed, but if he was to find a reception among 

his hearers it wouldn’t be because he had learned how to throw his weight around. Rather, he was to 

gain respect by displaying the godliness he preached. In speech, conduct, love, faith and purity, he was 

to show himself an example to those who believe. 

4:13 Until I come, give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching. 

Although Timothy was to teach what Paul prescribed, Paul reminds him that he had another authority in 

the Old Testament Scriptures. The Scripture was to be read aloud and then followed by exhortation (an 

exposition of what was read with a moral appeal) or teaching (an explanation of doctrine) or both. This 

was also the pattern of the Synagogue. Timothy should be faithful with this until Paul arrives and takes 

the responsibility himself. 

4:14 Do not neglect the spiritual gift within you, which was bestowed on you through 

prophetic utterance with the laying on of hands by the presbytery. 

In addition to elevating, explaining, and applying the word of God in the public assembly, Timothy was 

to use the spiritual gift he was given. This would no doubt remind him of the capacity given to him by 

God should he begin to lack confidence.  

 When Timothy was first sent on his missionary journey with Paul, the elders of the church (at Lystra? – 

Acts 16:1 ff.) laid hands upon him, confirming his calling, in much the same manner as the church in 

Antioch had with Barnabas and Paul (Acts 13:1ff). At that time, there were evidently prophecies made 

concerning him. And according to this verse, he received a spiritual gift in the process (although the 

Greek is confusing).  

4:15 Take pains with these things; be absorbed in them, so that your progress will be evident 

to all. 

4:16 Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching; persevere in these things, for as you 

do this you will ensure salvation both for yourself and for those who hear you. 

Timothy is told to “take pains” with his pursuit of godliness, his example, teaching, and gifts in the same 

way that an athlete takes pains and has a single-mindedness in his training for competition.  His progress 

should be such that others cannot deny it.  
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Paul concludes with a twofold charge: pay close attention to yourself (his character and conduct) and to 

your teaching. Both need to be watched; neither should be neglected. There should be no dichotomy 

between what we say and how we behave. 

By doing these things, Timothy will ensure the salvation of those who hear him – since they will hear the 

truth and persevere in the faith; he will also ensure his own salvation, lest he in the end find himself 

disqualified (1 Cor. 9:27). Perseverance in the faith is the evidence of salvation, not the cause. 

George Knight does a wonderful job in summarizing Chapter 4. He says: 

Paul turns from instructions for Timothy and the congregation to warning against an apostasy 

that involves false asceticism, mentioned for the first time here. The ultimate source of this 

apostasy is "deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons" (4:1), working "by means of the hypocrisy 

of liars" (v. 2). By prohibiting marriage and certain kinds of food, it forbids what God created to 

be received and shared in (vv. 3, 4). The church, however, is not caught unawares by this 

phenomenon because the Spirit has previously spoken about the apostasy (v.1). The remedy for 

this error is recollection that "everything created by God is good," which will keep one from 

rejecting God's good creation and cause one to receive it with prayer and thanksgiving (vv.4, 5). 

 

Vv. 6-16 urge Timothy to point out these truths to his fellow Christians, to avoid such errors 

himself, and to engage in godly self-discipline (vv. 6-10). In his ministerial life he is to take heed 

to two things, his public duties and his personal piety. He is to give attention to "reading, 

exhortation, and teaching" (vv. 13, 16), be an example to believers (v. 12), and not neglect the 

spiritual gift within him (v. 14). He is to progress in both public duties and personal piety, and 

persevere for his own good and that of those who hear him (vv. 15, 16), all the while prescribing 

and teaching "these things" (v.11), in particular the hope that can be placed in the living God as 

Savior of all believers (4:10; Knight, 187). 


