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“Godliness is a Person” 
(1 Timothy 3:14-16) 

 
Introduction 
 
 When Missy and I began our term overseas as missionaries, one of my first duties was to attend 
a conference for missionaries from all over Central Asia.  We gathered together at a remote location for 
a time of fellowship, prayer, hearing God’s word, and encouragement.  Some of these missionaries 
ministered in areas where it is physically very difficult to live.  For instance, one couple had to catch rain 
in a large barrel so that they could purify it and use it for bathing, cooking, and drinking water.  Other 
missionaries lived in first world cities where Starbucks, public transportation, and excellent medical care 
were all readily available.   
 But all of these missionaries had a few things in common.  All were far from home and all were 
weary and all were looking forward to hearing about the greatness of God.  They longed for a 
compelling vision of God that would strengthen them to finish their term or share the Gospel with 
Muslims or even just return to their station.  But many of these missionaries were frustrated and their 
reason for frustration surprised me. 
 One of the ways that churches in the States can serve missionaries is by sending teams of 
volunteers to these kinds of meetings and providing music and teaching.  One large church from the 
States had, to their credit, taken up the challenge and had sent a large and very polished band to lead 
the singing during the conference.  Only song after song was about us and how much God loved us.  The 
lyrics were man-centered, focusing on our own subjective responses to God, rather than focusing on 
God himself.  As the week went on, the tension among the workers grew.  The longed to sing about the 
glory of God and they were tired of singing about themselves. 
 I will never forget what happened when the band began to sing “How Great is Our God.”  
Missionaries jumped up from their chairs, put their hands in the air, and starting singing with joy and 
passion.  It was like thirsty travelers finding a spring in the desert.  They were rejoicing because they 
finally could sing about God and His glory.  A great and compelling vision of the glory of God elicits 
worship and empowers Christians for service.   
Mission and glory go together.  The mission of the local church is to promote the glory of God and the 
glory of God empowers the church to fulfill her mission.  We are going to see this dynamic this morning 
as we study 1Timothy 3:14-16. 
 
Background 
 
   Our church plant has been studying 1 Timothy together because we want to understand how 
to live life together as a local church.  We want Christ Fellowship to be a family of faith that lives out 
the commands of God in Gospel community.  We want to bring glory to God.  Paul wrote this letter to 
encourage his protégé, Timothy, to refute false teaching and promote sound doctrine in the church.  
Paul wanted the members of the church of Ephesus to be godly (2:2) because godliness promotes the 
Gospel.  
 Our passage for study this morning is the turning point in the letter.  Here we find Paul’s stated 
purpose for writing (“I am writing these things to you so that, if I delay, you may know how one ought to 
behave in the household of God” (3:14-15)).  In the chapters before this section, Paul gave positive 
instructions on how to order the church in terms of teaching doctrine, prayer, the roles of men and 
women, and the offices of elders and deacons.  In the chapters that follow this section, Paul will 
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continue to give instructions, but he will also give specific warnings against the teachings and lifestyles 
of the false teachers (4:1-5; 6:3-10).  Throughout this letter, Paul is very concerned that the influence of 
the false teachers will lead to ungodliness in the Ephesian church and hinder her mission to spread the 
Gospel.  Paul wanted the Ephesians to live and speak in ways that promoted the Gospel.   
 
MIM:  The mission of the local church is to make much of Jesus Christ.   
 

I. The Identity of the Church (vv.14-15) 
 
1 Timothy 3:14-15- “I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, 15 if I 
delay, you may know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living 
God, a pillar and buttress of the truth.” 
 

A. We have already discussed the reality that in this section of Scripture, Paul gives 
Timothy his purpose for writing.  Paul hoped to come to Ephesus soon, but in case 
he was delayed, he wanted Timothy to know how “one ought to behave in the 
household of God” (3:15).  The word “behave” literally means “to conduct oneself” 
or “to live life.”  Paul wants Timothy to understand how believers should live “life 
together” in the church.  And the instructions Paul gives Timothy throughout this 
letter are not merely good advice—they are commands.  Paul says “ought to 
behave.”  Literally, he says “I am writing so that you might know how “it is 
necessary” for one to behave in the household of God.” 
   

B. Paul wanted Timothy to refute the false doctrine of false teachers and promote 
good (love-producing) doctrine (1:5).  He wanted the church to be filled with prayer 
(2:1, 8).  He wanted men and women to fulfill their proper roles in the church and 
he wanted the church to have good leaders and good servants (3:1-13; elders and 
deacons).  Why?  Because Paul loved the Church!  He was like an anxious father 
concerned for the health and well-being of churches around the world, and 
especially for the health and well-being of those he had personally planted. 

 
2 Corinthians 11:28- “And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all 
the churches.” 
 

1. Paul loved the church because the church is God’s plan for the world!  The 
Church is the body of Christ (Eph.5:23). The Church is the bride of Christ 
(Eph. 5:15; Rev. 21:1-4).  The Church is a kingdom of priests (1 Peter 2:9).  
The church is the temple of God (Eph. 2:21).  Jesus gave Himself up to death 
for the Church (Eph. 5:25).  The Church is a display of the manifold wisdom 
of God (Eph. 3:10).  God loves the Church and because Paul was godly, he 
loved the Church as well. 

 
“I love Thy kingdom, Lord, 
The place of Thine abode, 

The church our blest Redeemer saved 
With His own precious blood.” 

-Timothy Dwight 
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Application:  Do you love the Church in this way?  Are you concerned for churches around the world 
who are facing persecution (churches in Nigeria) and false teaching (prosperity Gospel in America)? Do 
you pray that God would bless the churches of Williamsburg?  Part of growing in godliness is growing in 
concern for other churches.  Please pray for our church plant, but don’t stop there.  Pray for all Gospel 
preaching churches of Williamsburg, Hampton Roads, America, and among the nations.   
   

2. In 3:14-15 Paul gives us three descriptions of the church that help us see 
why the church is so important to God. 
   

a. “Household of God”-the word for “household” here in the Greek (ἐν 
οἴκῳ) can refer to an actual house, but here probably refers to a 
family.  This same idea is seen in Ephesians 2:10. 

 
Ephesians 2:19-22- “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the 
saints and members of the household (Gk. οἰκεῖοι) of God.”  
 
The Church is important to God because the church is the family of God.  He loves His children and He 
will love them forever! 
 
“What will make heaven to be heaven is the presence of Jesus, and of a reconciled divine Father who 
loves us for Jesus’ sake no less than he loves Jesus himself.  To see, and know, and love, and be loved by, 
the Father and the Son, in company with the rest of God’s vast family, is the whole essence of the 
Christian hope.” 
          J.I. Packer1 
 

b. “church of the living God”-God is called the “Living God” throughout 
the Old and New Testaments. 

 
1 Samuel 17:26- “And David said to the men who stood by him, “What shall be done for the man who 
kills this Philistine and takes away the reproach from Israel? For who is this uncircumcised Philistine, that 
he should defy the armies of the living God?”  
 
1 Thessalonians 1:9- “For they themselves report concerning us the kind of reception we had among you, 
and how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God.” 
 

i. The word “church” means gathering or assembly.  The 
Church is the gathering to those who have been called out 
of the world to serve God.  It no doubt encouraged Timothy 
and the Ephesians that Paul calls the Church the “church of 
the Living God” because Ephesus was the home of the 
Temple of Artemis (Diana).  This temple was a massive 
structure.  It was one of the seven wonders of the ancient 
world.  It contained over 100 columns, each of them the gift 
of a king, which supported the massive marble roof.  But 
inside this magnificent temple was an idol to the false 
Goddess—Artemis.  Artemis was a dead idol.  But God is the 

                                                           
1
 J.I. Packer, Knowing God (1993 reprint; Downers Grove: IVP Books, 1973), 218 
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living God.  The Ephesians need to be reminded that though 
Artemis’ temple seemed so great, she was just an idol.  God 
alone is the “living God.” 

 
Illustration: When I lived in Turkey, I travelled down to see Ephesus.  In its day it was a remarkable city, 
though now it lies mostly in ruins.  I stood in the plain where the Temple of Artemis once stood.  This 
once great building is now just a large open area with some marble stones strewn about.  Artemis was 
merely an idol of stone and unable to protect her temple.  But God is the living God and His Church, His 
Temple, still stands strong.   
 
The Church is important to God because she is the gathering of the people of the living God. 
 

c. “a pillar and buttress of the truth”-This is the final picture Paul gives 
us of the Church.  He is using architectural language here.  “Pillars” 
support the roof of a building. The word for “buttress” here is only 
used once in the New Testament.  It refers to a support structure in 
a building.2  The role of pillars and buttresses is to lift high and 
stabilize the roof.  Just as the pillars and supports of the Temple of 
Artemis lifted the roof high so that all around could see it, so the 
church’s ministry is to lift high and support the truth.  The “truth” 
here is the revelation of God given to us in the Old and New 
Testament.  Most essentially, we will see in verse 16 that this is 
referring to the Gospel—“Jesus Christ and Him Crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2)   

 
The Church is important to God because, by her ministry, she supports and undergirds the truth of the 
Gospel. 
 
What is the Church? 
 
 In our passage, when Paul refers to “the church” he is referring to all the churches collectively—
the universal Church.  However, the immediate context (3:5) shows Paul is giving commands for the 
local church.  This makes sense.  A person cannot fulfill the commands Paul gives Timothy as a part of 
the universal church (the church everywhere).  It is not possible to choose elders for the universal 
Church or to teach correct doctrine to the universal church.  But a person can fulfill these commands in 
the local expressions of the universal Church—what we call “local churches.”  In other words, while Paul 
is referring to the Church collectively here, he has in mind local churches.  Every local church is a part of 
the “household of God.”  Every local church is a “church of the living God.”  Every local church is a “pillar 
and buttress of the truth.”   
 
The identity of the Church demonstrates that our mission is to make much of Jesus Christ 
 
Paul tells us in the last part of verse 15 what the mission of the local church ultimately is.  The local 
church is “a pillar and buttress of the truth.”  Just as pillars and buttresses hold up a roof, so the local 
church is to hold up the Gospel for the world to see.  We are to make much of Jesus by our verbal 
proclamation of the Gospel and by godly lives that demonstrate the truth of the Gospel.  From beginning 
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to end, the ministry of the local church is to be centered on the defense, support, and proclamation of 
the Gospel.  That is our only mission. 
 
There really is such a thing as Truth 
 
Our culture hates this, but if we are to be faithful to our mission we must stand up for the idea of 
absolute Truth.  The often used expression, “There is no absolute truth.  What is true for me may not 
be true for you,” is ultimately a self-refuting statement. Reality impacts all of us.  The man who 
doesn’t think gravity applies to him will fall fast and hard.  The girl who puts 2 + 2 = 5 on a test will get 
the answer wrong.  Even the tenured professor who says that words can mean whatever you want them 
to mean will demand a contract that means what it says.  Christianity claims to be the Truth.  We claim 
that God became a man and died on the cross, but then rose from the dead.  Our faith absolutely 
depends on the fact that there is an empty tomb in Israel.  If Christ hasn’t been raised, then our faith is 
in vain.  God has given us Truth in the Scriptures (OT & NT) and it is the job of the church to defend 
and promote that Truth.  Ultimately, as we have said, our message is the Gospel.    
 
Application: Because the local church is made up of individual Christians, if the church is to faithfully 
promote the truth of the Gospel, every church member (not just the pastor!) needs to know his or her 
Bible. There is no excuse for not reading and studying the Bible and for not praying and asking the Holy 
Spirit to help you understand the Bible.  We are soldiers in the midst of a war.  What kind of solider 
doesn’t know how to shoot his gun?   
 
Application: Did you notice that when Paul said the church is the “pillar and buttress of the truth” he is 
teaching us how we are to treat the truth of the Gospel?  The church is to defend, support, and promote 
the message of the Gospel.  But the Church has not authority to change the message, or to take away 
the sharp edges of the message, or add to the message.  The Gospel is the power of God unto salvation 
(Rom. 1:16).  If we tamper with the message in anyway, we are unfaithful to the Gospel. 
  
Application: As a new church plant, understanding that our mission is to make much of Jesus will help us 
not get side-tracked in the ministry.  Though we do want to emphasize deep relationships in our church, 
the church is not a social club.  While we do want to practice mercy towards those in need, the church is 
not a charity.  While we do want to exercise a positive influence on our culture, the church is not a 
political action committee. The church is God’s plan to make much of Jesus Christ through the spread of 
the Gospel.  The lips of believers need to share the Good News of Jesus Christ.  The lives of believers 
need to evidence the power of the Gospel so that our message is believable.  This means that every 
ministry and activity of the church ultimately has as its mission and purpose the proclamation of the 
Gospel as its ultimate objective.  So Christ Fellowship will emphasize evangelism with our neighbors and 
coworkers.  We will care for the poor to introduce them to Jesus.  We will support the work of missions 
in countries where Jesus is not preached.  We will faithfully preach the Gospel week-in and week-out 
from this pulpit because our mission is to lift up the cross.   
   
The Gospel is the main thing!  We proclaim the Gospel because it is all about Jesus.  That is what we 
see in verse 16. 
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II. The Message of the Church (v.16) 
 
1 Timothy 3:16- “Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: He was manifested in the flesh, 

vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the nations, believed on in the world, taken 

up in glory.” 

A. In verse 16, Paul quotes a “Christ hymn” to make the point that “the truth” (v.15) the church 
is to support is the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Many people believe the hymn of verse 16 was 
used in the worship of the early church.  It is a song of praise to Jesus Christ and it contains 
beautiful truth concerning his life and ministry. 
   

B. Paul introduces this hymn by saying, “Great indeed, we confess is the mystery of godliness.” 
Literally, he is saying that it is “beyond question” that the “mystery of godliness is great.”  
One cannot read this without thinking of Paul’s time in Ephesus when a great riot arose 
among the people because the Gospel was powerfully moving among the people.  Luke 
records this event in Acts 19. 

 
Acts 19:34b- “for about two hours they all cried out with one voice, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!”  

1. Perhaps the sound of the cry of the Ephesians was still ringing in Paul’s ears when he 

penned these words.3 The amphitheater of Ephesus could hold 25,000 people and 

the sound would have filled the city.  But their cry, “Great is Artemis of the 

Ephesians” was a lie.  Paul’s response to them is verse 16, “Great is the mystery of 

godliness!” 

 

2. Last week, we discussed that the word “mystery” speaks of a truth that was hidden 

in the OT but has now been revealed in the NT through the Person and ministry of 

Jesus Christ.  The deacons were to hold to the “mystery of the faith” (3:9)-the 

Gospel.  Now Paul refers to the Gospel again, this time calling it “the mystery of 

godliness.”  It is through the Person and work of Jesus Christ that we can have the 

godliness we need to stand before God. 

The Gospel 

 That is the great need of any man or woman.  We need to be righteous before God.  We need to 
be godly.  Paul told the Ephesians in 1 Timothy 2:2 that they should pray for a peaceful and quiet life, 
godly and dignified in every way.”  But no one is godly.  Godliness is living life in the “fear of the Lord.”  
It is walking in awareness that God is my Father and that I want to please Him.  My great joy is to bring 
a smile to God’s face because He is my Father.  My great fear is displeasing Him because I love Him and 
am grateful that He has saved me.  But all of this is only possible in Christ.  All of us have sinned.  All of 
us have failed to live a life that is pleasing to God the Father.  But Jesus came to do just last.  He 
perfectly walked in the fear of the Lord.  He always pleased His Father.  At Jesus’ baptism, the Father 
said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17).  Why did Jesus come and live 
such a life?  So that it could be credited to His people.  So that by faith, when a person turns from his or 
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her sins and trust in Him, God can treat them like Jesus.  God looks at them and says “You are godly!”  
God looks at them and despite their sins, because they are covered by Christ, says, “I am well pleased 
with you!”  God loves them with the very love He has for His Son.  Have you received this great 
salvation?  Great is the mystery of godliness!  In Christ Jesus we have perfect godliness.  If you haven’t 
trusted in Him I pray you will do so this morning. 
 
Application: But beyond this, it is the Gospel that is the source of our own godliness.  Christian, God 
wants you to life a godly life (1 Tim. 2:2).  He has granted you to the Holy Spirit to empower you to do 
good works (Phil. 2:12-13).  God wants you to grow in godliness.  Day by day, he wants you to become 
more and more like Christ.  But we must never forget that the source of our godliness is Jesus.  It is His 
Spirit that is within us.  It is His life that is flowing through us, empowering us to walk in the fear of the 
Lord (John 15:5).  So when you obey, when you grow, when you become more like Jesus, you will only 
ever be able to thank God for His grace that makes you actually godly.  
 
Godliness is a Person (v.16b) 
 
 Ultimately, what we are saying this morning is that Godliness is a person—Jesus Christ.  He is 
the source our godliness.  When we believed in Jesus, we were credited with His perfectly godly life 
(Justification).  We have received His Spirit to empower us to live an increasingly godly life 
(sanctification).  Our sure hope is that one day we will be perfectly godly like Him forever and ever in a 
new heavens and a new earth (glorification).  From beginning to end, Christianity is all about Jesus 
Christ!  It is the message of Jesus Christ that the church is supposed to promote in the world.  Paul 
makes this point by quoting an early hymn with six lines.  Much work has been done to try to figure out 
the inner logic of the hymn, its structure and origin, but it remains unclear.  What is clear is that each 
line tells us about the Person and work of Jesus.   
 

1. “He was manifested in the flesh”- If you have the KJV it says, “God was manifested in the flesh.”  
Most other translations say “He.”  The idea is the same.  God became a Man—Jesus Christ.  This 
phrase refers not just to the birth of Christ (incarnation), but the whole life of Christ.  And it was 
a glorious life, a perfect life, a fully human life—a life that revealed to us the glory of God! 

 
John 1:14- “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the 
only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” 
 

2. “vindicated by the spirit”-This speaks of the reality that when the Holy Spirit raised Jesus from 
the dead, he proved Jesus to be exactly who he claimed to be—God, very God (Rom 1:4). 

 
Roman 1:4-“[Jesus] was declared to be the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his 
resurrection from the dead.” 
 

3. “seen by angels”-The word “angels” in the Greek can mean an actual angel or merely a human 
messenger.  Accordingly, some commentators think “angels” here refers to the disciples who 
were eye-witnesses of the resurrection (cf. 1 Cor. 15:5-8).  However, it is more likely that it 
refers to actual angels.  Angels were present at Christ’s birth (Luke 2:13) and angels were 
present at his resurrection (Luke 24:4).  Throughout Jesus’ ministry, angels were active both in 
serving him and also in observing the wisdom of God on display in the plan of salvation (Eph. 
3:10). 
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4. “proclaimed among the nations”- Recently, I have been reading through the book of Acts in my 
quiet times and in Acts you find the account of how the Holy Spirit empowered the Apostles to 
spread the message of Christ, despite continual persecution throughout the Roman Empire.  
That story of Acts continues to this day as thousands of missionaries are at work to make Christ 
known among every nation (“ethne”-people group) in the world.   

 
5. “believed upon in the world”-This also is the story of Acts.  First, at Pentecost 3000 Jews believe 

and are baptized.  Then, later the Samaritans receive the Gospel (Acts 8:4-8)).  Then an 
Ethiopian Eunuch believes (Acts 8:26-40).  Then, the Gospel reaches the Gentiles when Cornelius 
and his family believe (Acts 10).  When Acts closes, Paul is in Rome, proclaiming the Gospel in 
the capitol of the Roman Empire.   

 
6. “taken up in glory”-This is the phrase that frustrates all plans to read this hymn chronologically.  

Jesus is taken up in glory in Acts 1, before He is proclaimed among the nations and believed on 
in the world.  However, it is an appropriate way to conclude the hymn because Jesus still reigns 
in glory.  Today, as we gather together in Williamsburg, VA, Jesus Christ reigning in glory.  He is 
at the right hand of God on High.  He is ruling over the affairs of mankind and He is ruling in the 
hearts of His people.  And He will reign forever when “the kingdom of the world has become the 
kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ” (Rev. 11:15). 

 
Conclusion 
 
 Godliness is a Person—Jesus Christ.  The mission of the church is to make much of Jesus Christ.  
He is our message.  Christianity is all about Jesus Christ.  He is glorious!  When we began this sermon we 
spoke of the realty that mission and glory go together.  The missionaries that gathered at that meeting 
in Central Asia were starving to see the glory of God because the glory of God seen in the Gospel is both 
our message and the power for our mission.  That is what we have seen in our passage today.  The early 
church received the message of the Gospel—God becoming a man and dying on the cross (first line), 
but then raising from the dead in power (second line)—and it was the glory of that message that 
empowered them to proclaim Christ among the nations (fourth line) and it was that message that was 
believed on in the world (fifth line). 
 Christ Fellowship, this is our mission as well.  We have been entrusted with the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ.  Our task as a church is to be “a pillar and buttress” of that Truth.  But we need to remember that 
it is the glory of God that will empower us for this mission.  As we study the Bible, we will see more and 
more of “the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4).  As we see 
Jesus for who He is, we will love Him more and more, and the greatness of His glory will propel us out in 
mission to reach the lost.  May God do that good work in us and through us!   
 
Let’s pray…   
 


