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  CFCW-08/04/2013 
 

“Are You the Chief of Sinners?” 
(1 Timothy 1:12-17) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Many of you are familiar with Les Miserables, the 19th century novel by Victor Hugo.  In Les 
Miserables, we are introduced to Jean Valjean, a hardened criminal whose life is transformed when he 
receives unexpected help from a priest.  Valjean had just been released from prison after serving 19 
years for stealing a loaf of bread.  Prison had been hard, and Valjean had become hardened in it. 
Without family or money, Valjean happens upon a priest, Monseigneur Myriel, who allows him to stay 
the night in his home.  During the night, Valjean steals some valuable silver items and leaves.  However, 
he is quickly captured by the police who bring him back to the priest.  Instead, of demanding justice, 
Myriel amazes Valjean by telling the police he had freely given Valjean the silver.  More than this, he 
tells Valjean that he had forgotten to take the silver candle sticks and puts them into Valjean’s hands.   
 

"The bishop approached him and said, in a low voice, 'Do not forget, ever, that you have 
promised me to use this silver to become an honest man.' Jean Valjean, who had no recollection 
of any such promise, stood dumbfounded. The bishop had stressed these words as he spoke 
them. He continued solemnly, 'Jean Valjean, my brother, you no longer belong to evil, but to 
good. It is your soul I am buying for you. I withdraw it from dark thoughts and from the spirit of 
perdition, and I give it to God!" (105-6)” 

 
Valjean was transformed by the grace and mercy he received from Myriel.  Knowing he could never 
survive in the prison system, Valjean flees parole and uses the silver to begin a new life.  Eventually, he 
becomes a successful business man and mayor of a town. 
 But in Les Miserables, we are also introduced to another character, the police inspector Javert. 
Javert is an exacting man who only understands rigorous justice.  When he discovers Valjean’s true 
identity, he hunts Valjean mercilessly for the rest of the novel.  Javert has no interest in the reforms 
grace has worked in Valjean.  He only demands that Valjean suffer for his crimes. 
 Reading Les Miserables, many have realized that it is more than a mere novel.  It is in many ways 
an allegory that explores the effects of God’s grace in the life of a man, and contrasts it to the demands 
of the Law of God.  In the novel, Valjean represents a life transformed by grace, while Javert represents 
the demands of the Law.  Ultimately, God’s grace and the Law cannot coexist.  If the man is to survive, 
grace must overcome the Law. 
 Many Christians wrestle with this.  They understand intellectually that they have been saved by 
God’s grace from their sins.  They believe they will go to heaven when they die, but they suffer because 
they remember the things they have done and are troubled by their past and present failures.  They are 
transformed by grace, but as Javert pursued and persecuted Valjean, they are haunted by the Law.  They 
look at the remaining sin in their hearts and wonder how God could ever love them.  How are we to 
think about our past and present sinfulness and failures?  How can we find rest for our souls and 
realize that fullness of the grace and mercy we have received in Christ Jesus?  Our passage this 
morning helps us with this.   
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Background 
 

In our passage this morning, 1 Timothy 1:12-17, we hear the story of another man whose life 
was transformed by grace.  Here the Apostle Paul tells Timothy about what he was before he was in 
Christ and about the marvelous work of grace that God had done in his heart to make him a faithful 
minister of the Gospel.  But Paul is using his testimony carefully.  He had just been addressing the false 
teaching of the false teachers and exposed the way they were misusing the Law to gain authority and 
power.  Now Paul turns to give his testimony as an example of true doctrine.  Here we see a Christ-
centered, Gospel-focused testimony of a man who realizes that he was a great sinner who needed a 
great Savior.  In our passage, Paul goes so far as to call himself the “foremost” of sinners.  What about 
you?   Would you say that you are the chief of sinners? 

This morning, we are going to look at this passage in three different ways.  First, we will look at 
the Apostle Paul as a contrast to false teachers in Ephesus.  Second, we will look at this passage as a 
testimony to the grace of God.  Third, we will look at it as an example of how to practice spiritual 
warfare. 
 
MIM: Paul was a great sinner, but Christ is a great Savior! 
 

I. Paul: A Contrast to the False Teachers (vv.12, 15) 
 
1 Timothy 1:12-“I thank him who has given me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me 
faithful, appointing me to his service.”   
 

A. Paul is a thankful minister.  In contrast to the false teachers of Ephesus who 
were boasting of their supposed knowledge (cf. 1:7), Paul begins his testimony 
by thanking God.  It was God who had entrusted Paul with the Gospel, but Paul 
brings out a note of thankfulness because it was God who gave Paul strength so 
that he would be able to carry out the task.  It is tempting to look at verse 12 
and interpret, “because he judged me faithful, appointing me to his service” to 
mean that God looked at Paul before he was converted and said, “This Saul 
knows a lot about my Law, and he sure is zealous. He would make a great 
candidate to spread my Gospel to the Gentiles. Let me try to win him over to my 
team.”  But if you know your Bible, you know that is not at all the case.  Paul 
was the most unlikely of converts to Christianity.  As he describes himself in 
verse 13, he was “blasphemer, persecutor, and an insolent opponent.”  Paul had 
approved of the martyrdom of Stephen (Acts 8:1), he had violently persecuted 
Christians both throughout Israel and even into other lands (Acts 25:9-11).  He 
was on his way to Damascus with orders to imprison other Christians when the 
Lord Jesus stepped in… 

 
Acts 9:1-8- “But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the 

high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging 

to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 3 Now as he went on his way, he 

approached Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven shone around him. 4 And falling to the ground 

he heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” 5 And he said, “Who are you, 

Lord?” And he said, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 6 But rise and enter the city, and you will be 

told what you are to do.” 7 The men who were traveling with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but 
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seeing no one. 8 Saul rose from the ground, and although his eyes were opened, he saw nothing. So they 

led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus.” 

a. This is one of the clearest pictures in the Bible of God’s sovereignty in 
salvation.  Paul hated Jesus Christ. He was on his way to persecute 
Christians, when the Lord blinds him, knocks him from his horse, and 
commands him to go to the city and await orders on what he is to do.  And 
Paul obeys and receives the apostleship!  This is amazing mercy.  From 
violent persecutor to faithful apostle.  Paul’s testimony is the testimony of 
every Christian.  If God hadn’t worked in us before our salvation, we would 
have never come to Him.  Commentator Philip Ryken commented on this 
saying:  

 
“Every spiritual blessing comes in and with Jesus Christ. Even faith comes from God. God holds out the 
free gift of eternal life, but we are too sinful to take it. Our hands are curled up in defiance and rebellion. 
So God takes us firmly by the wrist, uncurls our fingers, presses his grace into our hands, and wraps our 
fingers back around it. We lay hold of eternal life with the hand of faith, but God opens the hand.”1  
 
Application 
 
Think of Paul’s thankfulness.  Have you considered how thankfulness is an expression of true humility?  
It is impossible to be both proud and thankful at the same time.  To be thankful is to acknowledge that 
someone has done something for you that you truly needed.  It is to admit that you are not ultimately 
sufficient in yourself.  As we meditate on the testimony of the Apostle Paul this morning, don’t miss the 
opportunity to remember your own salvation, and humbly thank God for His grace in overcoming your 
sinfulness and saving you!   
            

B. Paul was a faithful minister.  This is what Paul primarily thanks God for in verse 
12.  Paul is grateful to Christ Jesus because it was the Lord who had given him 
“strength” to be faithful in the ministry.  The false teachers demanded respect 
based on their supposed knowledge and insight into the OT.  In contrast, Paul 
points away from himself to God who had given him strength to be faithful to 
the ministry.  We need to remember while God judged Paul to be faithful in the 
ministry and appointed him to be an Apostle, it was God’s power that enabled 
Paul’s faithfulness.  And God’s power was at work in Paul from the very 
beginning: 

 
Acts 9:22- “But Saul increased all the more in strength, and confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus 
by proving that Jesus was the Christ.”  

 
a. Paul knew that the power of God was the source of his faithfulness throughout 

his ministry.  By God’s grace, Paul was a wise and hard-working minister of the 
Gospel.  Nearly twenty years after his conversion, he wrote this to the 
Corinthian Church: 

 

                                                           
1
 Philip Ryken, 1 Timothy in the Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007),23. 
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1 Corinthians 7:25- “Now concerning the betrothed, I have no command from the Lord, but I give my 
judgment as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy.” 
 
1 Corinthians 15:9-10- “For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I 
persecuted the church of God. 10 But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was 
not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of 
God that is with me.” 
    
Application: Just like it was for Paul, it will be God’s power at work in us that will make us faithful as we 
seek to plant Christ Fellowship Church.  This is why we must pray and ask Him to be at work in us, even 
as we work hard to bless our community and see Christ Fellowship grow.   
 

C. Paul preached a faithful Gospel. We see this clearly in verse 15: 
 
I Timothy 1:15- “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into 
the world to save sinners…” 

 
a. In contrast to the false teachers who were inventing stories and myths 

from the OT to prove their own brilliance, Paul is a faithful minister who 
preaches a faithful gospel.  The “saying” Paul quotes here was in use in all 
churches of the day.  It was a tested and faithful summary of the Gospel.  It 
is a complete summary of the Gospel in only eight words.   It speaks of 
Christ’s coming into the world as a man (incarnation), and it speaks of 
Christ’s mission of dying in behalf of his people that they might be saved 
(substitutionary atonement).   

 
Matt 1:21-“She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their 
sins.” 
 
Mark 10:45- “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many.” 
 

b. The Ephesians needed to reject the false gospel of the false teachers and 
embrace the true Gospel of Paul, God’s faithful minister.  

 
So, in our passage Paul provides the church of Ephesus with a helpful contrast.  The false teachers are 
arrogant, unfaithful, and preached a false Gospel.  In contrast, Paul was thankful, faithful, and 
preached the true Gospel.  He intends for them to embrace the truth of the Gospel and reject the false 
teaching of these false teachers.  
 

II. A Testimony to God’s grace (v.13-17) 
 

I Timothy 1:13-17- “though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent. 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 trustworthy and deserving of full 
acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost. 16 But I 
received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect 
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patience as an example to those who were 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.” 

 
A. Having looked at how Paul contrasts himself with the false teachers in this passage, we 

now want to dive in deeper and study Paul’s testimony.  Here Paul’s dwells on the grace 
of God in his life.  He marvels that God would take a sinner like him and use him for 
God’s glory!  As we look at this, we need to remember that Paul’s testimony is our 
testimony as well.  Like Paul, we have received mercy and grace from God so that we 
might glorify God.   
 

a. Paul was a sinner (v.13).  Paul confesses to this in verse 13.  He was thankful to 
God for calling him into the ministry particularly in light of what he used to be--a 
“blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent.”  Paul had blasphemed God by 
denying that Jesus was the Christ.  God himself became a man—Jesus Christ—in 
order to rescue sinners from their sin.  But Paul had hated and blasphemed 
Jesus.  Paul had failed to love God.  Further, Paul was a persecutor.  We have 
already mentioned how he approved of the killing of Stephen in Acts 7.  Further, 
he violently persecuted Christians for following Jesus (Acts 9:1-2; 25:9-11).  Paul 
had failed to love his neighbor.  The two greatest commandments—Love God 
and love others--had been broken by Paul.  But further, he was an “insolent 
opponent.”  Paul is really saying that he was a “violent man,” which is how the 
NIV translates it.  Before Christ transformed him, Paul was an angry and violent 
man.  And Paul felt the weight of his sinfulness.  In verse 15b, he calls himself 
the “foremost” of sinners. 

 
Application: What about you?  Do you understand yourself to be a sinner? Do you understand your 
anger and impatience, your selfishness and envy, your lust and pride to arise not primary from outside 
of you, but from within your own heart.  Do you blame others, like the guy who cut you off, when you 
get angry while driving?  Adulterers often justify their infidelity by saying their spouse aren’t loving 
enough at home.  Parent’s blow up at kids, but often the issue isn’t the behavior of our children—the 
issue is our sinful response to being inconvenienced by our children.  You see, the problem is not our 
circumstances, it is our heart!  We are sinful.  The message of the Bible is that all have sinned and fallen 
short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).  If you are not a Christian, you need to understand that the 
Bible says that it is your sins that separate you from God.  You must turn from your sin if you are to be 
saved.  The first step in becoming a follower of Jesus is to realize that we are sinners, who need a Savior. 

 
b. Paul was a sinner, who received mercy and grace (v.13-14).  You see, 

everything changed when Paul encountered Jesus.  He says in verse 13, “but I 
received mercy because I acted ignorantly, in unbelief.”  Paul’s unbelief caused 
him to sin.  He did not believe that Jesus was the Messiah, and so he persecuted 
the church.  But see God’s mercy here.  God looks down on this prideful, blind, 
sinner, and instead of judging him, shows mercy to him!  Jesus blinded Paul’s 
physical eyes for a time on the road to Damascus, but in mercy, he opened 
Paul’s spiritual eyes so that Paul would be saved!  But more than that, in verse 
14, we see that God showered Paul with grace.  “And the grace of our Lord 
overflowed for me.”  The word “overflowed” is only just here in the NT.  It 
speaks of an “overflowing abundance” of grace in Paul’s life.  It reminds us of 
what Paul said in Romans 5:20: 
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Romans 5:20- “but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more.” 
 

And what did that grace look like?  It looked like faith and love.  We have seen 
faith and love before, in 1 Timothy 1:5, where Paul taught us the goal of 
doctrine is to teach us to “love” from a “sincere faith”.  Elsewhere Paul tells us 
“For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, 
but only faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6).  God’s grace worked in 
Paul’s life a strong trust in God which helped him both persevere and obey.  And 
God’s grace worked in Paul an overflowing love for God and others.  Before he 
was a Christian, Paul failed to love God and others.  But after he was converted, 
God worked that grace of love into his life. 
 

c. Paul was a sinner, who received mercy and grace, so that he might glorify God.  
This is what we see so clearly in verse 16.  God gave Paul, the chief of sinners, 
mercy and grace for a reason:  “But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, 
as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to 
those who were to believe in him for eternal life.”  Paul says something amazing 
here!  God specifically chose to show mercy to Paul BECAUSE Paul was the chief 
of sinners.  The point is simple: if God could save Paul, he could save anyone.  
If God is patient enough to bear with Paul, His patience is great enough to bear 
with the sins of anyone and bring them to repentance. 
   

i. Indeed, Paul says that his salvation was an “example.”  The word 
translated “example” here is a Greek word from which we get the 
English word “type.”  Paul’s salvation is a “type” of the salvation of all 
people.    In the salvation of Paul, God was letting people know that He 
was in the “great sinner” saving business.  No one needs to despair that 
he or she is too great a sinner to be saved by God.  God saved Paul, the 
chief of sinners, so that you might know He can save you as well if you 
come to Him by faith!  Paul glorified God by being an example of God’s 
great patience! 
 

ii. But, Paul also glorified God by his response to God’s salvation.  Look at 
verse 17 again: “To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only 
God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.”  Paul can’t help 
himself.  When he thinks of the mercy and grace of God at work in his 
life, he just has to praise God, and that is what he does here.  He lifts his 
eyes towards heaven and praises God the Savior! 

 
1. In the Jewish mind there were two ages—the present age and 

the age to come.2 God is “King of the ages”—King now and King 
forever!  God alone possesses immorality (1 Tim 6:16).  God is 
“invisible”-God is a Spirit (John 4:24) and as such cannot be seen 
with our eyes (Col. 1:15; Hebrews 11:27).  To this God, Paul 

                                                           
2
 MacArthur, 1 Timothy in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995),33. 
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wanted to ascribe all “honor and glory, forever and ever. 
Amen!” 

 
Application: True doctrine leads to praise (doxology).  Do you see that here?  The false teaching of the 
false teachers only led to more speculation (1 Tim. 1:4), but the Gospel and God’s plan of salvation leads 
Paul to praise.  It should do the same for us!  Christian, let your remembrance of how God saved you 
from your sins lead you to praise God, who is our Savior (1 Tim. 1:2).  Christ Fellowship needs to be a 
church that is characterized by thankful praise for the salvation we have received in Christ.   
 
So we have looked at this passage as the way Paul contrasted himself with the false teacher, and we 
have seen it is Paul’s testimony to God’s grace.  Now, by way of application, I want us to look at it as a 
pattern for spiritual warfare. 
 

III. A Pattern for Spiritual Warfare  
 

A. We began our sermon with the story of Les Miserables, and noted how Jean Valjean, 
who represented the transforming power of grace was mercilessly hounded by Javert, 
who represented the demands of the Law.  We noted that many Christians struggle 
precisely here.  They believe the Gospel.  They are trusting in Christ alone for salvation. 
They have been transformed by grace.  But they are hounded by their consciences. They 
are particularly aware of their sinfulness.  They look at their hearts and instead of seeing 
transformation, they only see darkness.  It is a terrible state to be in.  These Christians 
know very little of the joy of the Lord. Their consciences are constantly accusing them.  
They cry out again and again for forgiveness, but they never “feel” forgiven.  Maybe 
that is you this morning.  What hope is there for halting and fearing Christians like 
these?  Our passage gives great hope.  In this passage we see a pattern for spiritual 
warfare against our enemy, Satan. 
 

B. This is something we need to realize.  Satan is called the accuser of the brethren in 
Revelation 12:10.  It is the work of Satan to accuse us before God day and night, and it is 
the work of his demons to accuse us for our sins again and again in an effort to steal our 
joy.  Satan wants to steal our joy because if he can do that, he knows that he will turn us 
in our ourselves and we will be of no use to anyone else.  We will focus on ourselves and 
our own problems and struggles, rather than seeking to help others.  But what are we 
to do? Like Paul, we must admit that we are sinners. 

 
C. Yes, we are sinners.  And so was Paul.  He remembers his sin in 1:13 and admits that of 

all sinners, he is the foremost (1:15).  The words in the Greek for this are emphatic.   
Paul says, “I myself am the foremost of sinners.”  But he didn’t stop there did he?  And 
that is where this pattern of spiritual warfare begins. 
   

1. Paul acknowledges that he is a sinner.  When your conscience or the Devil 
accuses you of being a sinner it is of no use to deny it or to minimize it.  
Satan will not let you minimize it.  He will bring it up again and again and it 
will be a constant refrain in your mind as you vainly try to deny the fact.  So 
don’t deny the fact.  Accept it.  You are a sinner.  We are all sinners. 
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2. But don’t stop there because while you are a sinner, that is not your 
fundamental identity anymore.  Before Christ, you were a great sinner, but 
after Christ everything has changed hasn’t it?  That is what Paul says in 
verses 13.  He says, “But I received mercy!”  God looked down on me in pity 
and saved me from judgment.  But he didn’t just save us from judgment, he 
did more than that.  He has lavished grace upon us.  That is what Paul says 
in verse 14, “and the grace of the Lord overflowed for me.” And Christian, 
God’s grace has overflowed for you as well.  If you doubt it, read of the 
purposes of God for you in Ephesians 2:4-10 this afternoon.  God has graced 
us!  He has put love and faith in our hearts.  He has put our sins away from 
us.  He has nailed the record of debt that was against us to the cross (Col 
2:14).  When Satan begins to accuse you of being a sinner, agree with him.  
But then move quickly to proclaiming this new reality.  “Yes, Satan, I am a 
sinner, even the chief of sinners.  But God has had mercy on me.  God has 
lavished grace on me in Jesus.  How do I know?  God promised me that in 
the Bible. And God never lies.  “Sinner” is not my fundamental identity 
anymore!  I am a child of God, a joint heir with Christ.  I am forgiven!” 
 

3. But don’t stop there.  Continue to proclaim the truth.  Why did God save 
Paul?  God saved Paul so that Paul would glorify Him.  Christ Jesus’ great 
patience was put on display in Paul’s life.  Paul was the foremost of sinners, 
but God saved him.  And God did more than that, he entrusted him with the 
ministry of the Gospel (1 Tim. 1:11).  God saved Paul so that Paul might 
glorify Him as a display of God’s patience and as a faithful minister of the 
Gospel.  And that is why God has saved you as well.  God has saved you so 
that you would glorify Him with your life.   

 
Ephesians 2:10- “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” 
 

4. So tell Satan that.  Tell him that you have received mercy and grace so that 
you would glorify Christ with your life.  Tell him that you will not be listening 
to his accusations anymore.  Christ has died for you!  Christ has covered 
you!  You are accepted in Christ Jesus!   
 

5. And then move on in faith.  Cling to Jesus.  Confess all known sin and 
receive the forgiveness that God provides (1 John 1:9). And live in the good 
of the Gospel!  Become adept at preaching truth to yourself rather than 
listening to Satan’s accusations! 

 
“It is a hopeful thing to know that we are sinners, because Christ Jesus came into the world to save 
sinners’ (1 Tim 1:15). This verse gives the only qualification need to be saved by Christ. Take comfort in 
this qualification if you sometimes doubt your salvation. The only thing you can contribute to your 
salvation is the sin from which Christ came to save you.”3  
         -Philip Ryken 
 

                                                           
3
 Philip Ryken, 1 Timothy, 27. 
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Conclusion 
 
 In our passage, Paul calls himself the chief of sinners.  What about you?  Would you call yourself 
that?  I trust we have seen that the Gospel frees us to be honest about who we are.  Paul was saved as 
a “type” of the ones who would be saved by faith in Christ.  We are no better than Paul!  We are the 
chief of sinners!  But like Paul, we are great sinners who have a great Savior!  We are forgiven sinners!  
We are redeemed sinners!  And very soon--sooner than we think--we will no longer be sinners.  The day 
is quickly coming when we see Christ face to face and become like Him when we see Him as He is! (1 
John 3:2).   
 
Let’s rejoice in God our Savior this morning.  Let’s pray! 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 


