
1 
 

  CFCW-09/29/2013 
 

The Danger of False Teaching 
(1 Timothy 4:1-5) 

 
Introduction 
 
 One of my favorite Shakespearean plays is Hamlet.  In this play, Hamlet, the son of the 
murdered king of Denmark, makes this striking observation: “One may smile, and smile, and be a 
villain.”1  Hamlet was wrestling with the reality that his uncle Claudius, who seemed to be kind and 
concerned for Hamlet as he grieved for his father, was actually the very one who murdered his father by 
dropping poison into his ear while he slept.   
 Hamlet’s observation is striking for this reason: we have all come across people who seemed to 
be good and kind on the outside, but inwardly were cruel and evil.  The observation speaks to our own 
experience.  Some of the most dangerous people are those who seem kind, but ultimately want to 
harm.  It is just these kinds of people that Paul refers to in the passage before us this morning.  In our 
passage, Paul addresses the issue of false teachers and points out the havoc that they wreak in the 
church. 
 Scripture reserves some of its harshest language for false teachers.  Listen to how false teachers 
are described in 2 Peter: 
 
2 Peter 2:1-3- “But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers 
among you, who will secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them, 
bringing upon themselves swift destruction. 2 And many will follow their sensuality, and because of them 
the way of truth will be blasphemed. 3 And in their greed they will exploit you with false words. Their 
condemnation from long ago is not idle, and their destruction is not asleep.” 
 
Paul himself had predicted that false teachers would arise among the Ephesian church: 
 
 
Acts 20:29-31- “I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the 
flock; 30 and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the 
disciples after them. 31 Therefore be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day 
to admonish every one with tears.” 
 
 While Scripture holds out hope that false teachers can repent (1 Timothy 1:20; Hymenaeus and 
Alexander), Scripture is also very clear that false teachers are very dangerous.  They must not to be 
tolerated within the church.  The false teaching of false teachers is a deadly poison that enters the ear 
and kills the soul.   
 
Background 
 
 As we seek to plant a healthy, Christ-centered church in Williamsburg, we have been studying 
the book of 1 Timothy because this letter was written to teach us how to live life together in the local 
church.  We want Christ Fellowship to be a family of faith that lives out the commands of God in 
gospel-community.  Over the past several weeks we have looked at Paul’s teaching concerning good 
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(love-producing) doctrine, false teachers, prayer, the roles of women in the church, and the offices of 
elders and deacons.  Last week, we looked at the theological highpoint of the letter (3:14-16) and saw 
that the glory of God seen in the Gospel empowers the Church to fulfill her missions.   
 In the passage before us this morning, Paul shifts his focus back to false teachers.  We have 
discussed these men (some of whom were likely elders in the church) in 1:3-11, and now Paul returns to 
this topic to show us that the power behind false teachers is ultimately demonic.  This morning we are 
going to look at a symptom of false teaching, the disease of false teaching, and the cure for false 
teaching.     
 
MIM: The antidote to false teaching is a right understanding of God and the Gospel that leads us to 
worship.   
 

I. A Symptom of False Teaching—Apostasy (v.1a) 
 
1 Timothy 4:1—“Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith...” 
 

A. Here Paul begins with a prophecy of the Holy Spirit regarding some who would fall away 
from the Faith.  He writes “the Spirit expressly says” to highlight this reality.  In effect, Paul is 
saying “Listen, this is important!”  He wants to capture Timothy and the Ephesian church’s 
attention because some who then professed to believe in Jesus would cease to follow Jesus.  
That is why he says: “some will depart from the faith.”  “The faith” is the NT teaching 
regarding the person and work of Jesus Christ.   

 
Jude 3- “Beloved, although I was very eager to write to you about our common salvation, I found it 
necessary to write appealing to you to contend for the faith that was once for all delivered to the saints.” 

 
The word for “depart” here (“apostesontai”) is the Greek word from which we get the 
English words “apostasy,” “apostate” and “apostatize.” This word is used in two other 
passages that really help clarify the meaning. 

 
Luke 8:13- “And the ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy. But 
these have no root; they believe for a while, and in time of testing fall away.” 
 
Hebrews 3:12- “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to 
fall away from the living God.” 
 

1. From these passages we see that to apostatize is to profess to be a Christian at 
one point, but then to renounce the Gospel.  It is to fall away.  An apostate is not 
someone who lost his or her salvation.  Rather, an apostate is one who claimed to 
be a Christian, but never truly was.  Like the seed in the rocky soil, he or she never 
bears fruit. 

 
Illustration: I am old enough in the ministry now to have known several former friends who have 
apostatized.  This is one of the saddest aspects of ministry.  Two of these men were good friends of mine 
in college.  Both seemed to be committed followers of Jesus, but in time both have fallen away from the 
Faith.  One no longer professes to be a Christian.  He found a girl who was atheistic and decided it was 
better to be with her than follow Jesus. I think the other still claims to be a Christian, but left his wife 
because he was homosexual.  I do not believe these men lost their salvation.  I believe that they were 
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like ones in Luke 8:13.  They received the word initially, but then found it easier to live for this world 
than to live for Jesus.  
 

B. Notice that Paul says this departing from the faith would occur “in latter times.”  Is Paul 
referring to the end of the Age just before Christ returns?  Scripture does indicate that there 
will be a widespread apostasy when the Antichrist appears (2 Thes. 2:3-12).  However, it is 
better to understand the phrase “the latter times” to refer to the time between Christ’s 
first and second coming.  The Apostles and early Christians clearly believed that they were 
living in the latter times: 

 
Romans 13:11-12—“Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you to wake from sleep. 
For salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed. 12 The night is far gone; the day is at 
hand. So then let us cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.” 
 
James 5:8- “You also, be patient. Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand.”  
 

1. This becomes clearer when you realize that Paul was speaking of events that were 
already happening in Ephesus (cf. 4:3).  Some people were departing from the 
faith.  Paul did not want Timothy and the church to be shaken by this reality.  The 
Holy Spirit had predicted that it would occur.   

  
Application: As we seek to plant a new church in Williamsburg, we need to consider the reality that we 
will see this same kind of apostasy among us as well.  In all likelihood, there will be those among us who 
will profess to be Christians, but then later walk away from Jesus for one reason or another.  It is 
estimated that 75-84% of students in church youth ministries across the nation will leave the Church 
when they graduate high school.  We should pray that our children would not fall away!  But if they do, 
or if some long standing person in the church were to reject the Faith, we should not be shaken or 
confused.  The Holy Spirit has told us beforehand that this would happen.   
 
Application: At the same time, we need to take this passage a warning to us as well.  The author of 
Hebrews was serious when he warned his readers about this danger: 
 
Hebrews 3:12-13- “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you 
to fall away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” that 
none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.” 
 
Our hearts our deceptive!  This is one reason why we need to be in accountability relationships.  We 
need brothers and sisters to meet up with us and speak into our lives and help stay away from sin and 
help us continue to grow in our relationship to God.   If you don’t have someone that you can meet up 
with and study God’s word and confess sin and bear burdens and rejoice in victories, please seek that 
kind of relationship out.  We want Christ Fellowship to be a place of deep spiritual relationships.   
 
So in v.1, Paul warns Timothy and the Ephesian church of the danger of apostasy, but as he continues, 
we see where this apostasy would spring from—the false teaching of false teachers. 
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II. The Disease of False Teaching (v.1b-3) 
 
1 Timothy 4:1b-3- “by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, 2 through the 
insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared, 3 who forbid marriage and require abstinence from 
foods that God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth.” 
 
Here we learn three things about false teaching: 
 

A. First, false teaching is demonic.  Ultimately, the apostasy that Paul was describing was just a 
symptom of a greater disease.  The real problem in Ephesus was the false teaching of false 
teachers.  But in the last part of verse 1, we learn that the ones ultimately behind false 
teaching are demons (fallen angels).  Paul writes that those who depart from the faith will 
devote “themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons.”  All false teaching is 
ultimately demonic.  “Deceitful spirits” refers to fallen angels and “teachings of demons” 
refers to their demonic doctrine.  Satanic power is behind all false religion.   

 
1 Corinthians 10:19-20—“What do I imply then? That food offered to idols is anything, or that an idol is 
anything? 20 No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God. I do not want 
you to be participants with demons.”    
 

B. Second, demons use false teachers to promote false teaching.  Demons do not just show 
up in the church service and begin to teach that Jesus is not God and that you can be saved 
by being a good person.  They are smarter than that.  Demons use evil men to promote their 
satanic doctrine.  In Acts 20, Paul called these false teachers fierce wolves.  The Lord Jesus 
used the same imagery, but noted that these would be wolves in sheep’s clothing. 

 
Matthew 7:15-““Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are 
ravenous wolves.” 

 
a. This is what makes false teachers to dangerous.  They are hard to spot. They smile, 

and smile, but inwardly, like Hamlet’s uncle, they are villains. So they seem to be 
good, kind, and godly people at first, but in time they damage the flock by their false 
teaching.  They are like Satan who also disguises himself as an angel of light (2 Cor. 
11:14).  
 

b. Paul says this false teaching would come “Through the insincerity of liars whose 
consciences are seared.”  The word “insincerity” comes from the Greek word from 
which we get the word “hypocrisy.”  It implies that the false teachers in Ephesus 
knew precisely what they were doing.  They pretended to be followers of Christ 
even though they knew their teaching was contrary to the Gospel taught by Paul.  
They were “liars.”  But they didn’t care because their consciences were seared 
(literally, “cauterized”)—burned to the point that they no longer felt anything.  In 
other words, these men had “bad consciences” that no longer warned them of their 
wickedness and so they had no problem destroying the faith of those in the church.   

 
Illustration: What Paul was seeing in Ephesus has occurred throughout Church history.  False teachers 
have arisen in every age and led many away from the true Faith.  A recent example occurred in the 
middle of the last century in Southern Baptist seminaries.  Many Southern Baptist professors signed 
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documents that declared they were thoroughly orthodox in their beliefs, but then went about teaching 
the liberal theology of higher criticism.  They did not believe the creation account in Genesis was 
historical.  They denied miracles such as the virgin birth and the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ.  How 
could they sign documents that said they were orthodox, but then teach directly against the 
statement of faith of the seminaries?  They were false teachers whose consciences were sealed.  How 
did they get away with it?  They practiced what one of them, Ralph Elliot, called “doublespeak.”  They 
would speak clearly about what they believed with other theological liberals, but they would use 
language that sounded like they were thoroughly orthodox when they were at the SBC Convention or 
with conservative church pastors.  In short, they were liars. It took SBC seminaries nearly forty years to 
get rid of them.    
 
Application: We need to beware of the tendency to hypocrisy that resides in all of us.  All of us are 
tempted to present ourselves as better than we truly are.  Let me give you an example.  Have you ever 
confessed a sin to someone, but only told the parts that seemed less serious?  You say something like, “I 
am really wrestling with anger” but refuse to confess that you yelled at your spouse.  You say, “I am 
struggling with my thought life,” but forget to mention the movie that you should never have watched. 
Even if we don’t become false teachers, when we practice hypocrisy, we act like them and dishonor 
God.  
 

C. Third, false teaching distorts the character of God and His Gospel.  In verse 3, we see what 
the false teachers in Ephesus were teaching, “who forbid marriage and require abstinence 
from foods that God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and 
know the truth.”  The false teaching in Ephesus involved what we call asceticism.  Asceticism 
is seeking to gain favor with God by abstaining from bodily pleasure.  Commentators aren’t 
sure where this teaching came from.  It is clear that the false teaching of these false 
teachers had a Jewish element.  In 1:7, Paul said these false teachers desired to be “teachers 
of the Law.”  Some Jewish groups, like the Essenes of Qumran, were ascetic.  However, it is 
more likely that the Ephesian church was being influenced by Greek thought that said the 
spiritual world is good and the physical world is bad. These false teachers were teaching 
the Ephesian church that the way to earn God’s favor was to not marry and to abstain from 
certain foods. 
 

a. But this was false teaching.  God designed marriage as a blessing to mankind.  God 
created food to be enjoyed, not rejected.  Paul says that God created food “to be 
received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth.”  While God 
declared some foods to be unclean for the OT people of Israel, that was a part of His 
Law for them.  In the NT, the Lord Jesus during His earthly ministry declared all 
foods clean (Mark 7:19) and Peter received a vision that showed him he was now 
free to eat all foods (Acts 10).   
 

False Teachers of a False God 
 
 This is the heart of false teaching.  All false teaching presents God as other than He truly is.  
The god of these false teachers was a petty god whose favor could be earned if one behaved in a 
certain way—in this case, abstaining from marriage and certain foods.  But this is not the God of 
Christianity.  It is a completely different god (idol).  The god of the false teachers was very different 
than the true God.  What is God like?  He is a gracious Creator!  He designed marriage as a picture of the 
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Gospel and a blessing for mankind.  He gave food us food, not just to nourish us and keep us alive, but to 
enjoy!   
 
Illustration: Scientists tell us there are five primary tastes—Sweet, Sour, Salty, Bitter and Umami 
(Yummy!).2  But these tastes combine in endless variety!  Just think of apple pie covered in Blue Bell 
vanilla ice cream!  Why did God give us apple pie and ice cream??  According to Paul, it was so that we 
would enjoy it and give thanks to Him!  God is a gracious, loving, kind, and generous God who wants 
those who believe in Him to enjoy the good things He has made for them!   
 
False Teachers of a False Gospel 
 
 But there was even a greater danger in the false teaching of the false teachers.  If you preach a 
different god, you are actually teaching a different religion—a false Gospel.  The problem with these 
false teachers was not ultimately that they were teaching that one should refrain from marriage or 
certain foods.  The Bible honors those who use their singleness to serve God.  Missionaries in Muslim 
countries refrain from eating pork because it would offend their neighbors with whom they hope to 
share the Gospel.  The problem with these false teachers was that they were teaching the Ephesian 
church that you should refrain from marriage and certain foods in order to earn God’s favor.  This is 
works righteousness.  This is salvation by being a good person and doing the right things.  This is a false 
Gospel.  John Calvin faced a great amount of conflict with the Roman Catholics of his day and he 
understood the issue to be precisely the one addressed by Paul in this passage.  Calvin wrote: 
 

“The controversy is not about flesh or fish, or about a black or ashy color, or about Friday or 
Wednesday, but about superstitions created by men, who wish to appease God by such trifles, 
and, by inventing their own way to worship him, invent for themselves an idol instead of God.  
Who will deny that this is turning from the faith.”3      
 

Calvin is saying that those who think they can worship God by doing certain things and not doing 
other things have totally missed the point.  They are making up their own religion.  They are not 
worshipping the true God.  They are worshipping an idol.   
    
The Religion of Good Works vs. the Gospel 
 
 Calvin was getting at something very important here and I want us to understand it.  Even 
though they pretended to be Christians, the false teachers of Ephesus were not preaching Christianity 
at all.  They were preaching a religion of good works.  They said, “If you can do the right things you can 
earn God’s favor.”  “God just wants you to keep these rules and as long as you keep these rules you will 
be okay.”  But that is not at all what God wants!  God is not interested in us merely keeping some rules. 
The True God wants us to have a relationship with him through Jesus Christ.  You see this at the end of 
verse three where Paul writes, “foods that God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who 
believe and know the truth.”  Those who “believe and know the truth” are followers of Jesus Christ.  
They are those who have embraced the Gospel.  As a result, they have a living relationship with God.   

                                                           
2
 From an NPR article by Robert Krulwich entitled, “Sweet, Sour, Salty, Bitter,…and Umami” accessed 

online at http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=15819485 on 09/27/2013. 
 
3
 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon in Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 

21 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2003), 98. [modernization mine] 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=15819485
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 The Gospel is completely different than a religion of good works.  Here is the bad news: we can 
never do enough good things to be right with God.  God is perfectly holy.  If we would stand before Him, 
we must be perfectly holy.  But in and of ourselves, none of us are holy in the least (Isa. 64:6, Rom. 3:10-
18)!  All of us have transgressed God’s commandments.  All of us have sinned.  We have no 
righteousness to present to God.  So it is vain to do certain things or not do certain things in an attempt 
to earn God’s favor.  If we are to have God’s favor, it must be given to us as a gift.  The good news of 
Christianity is that God is willing to do just that!  
 This is why Jesus came and died.  He came to live a perfect life, always obeying God’s law.  Then 
He died on the cross as a sacrifice to pay for the sins of all who will trust in Him.  If you turn from your 
sins and put your trust in Christ alone for salvation, God will save you!  He will treat you just like you 
lived Jesus’ perfect life.  You will have perfect righteousness credited to you as a gift and you will enjoy 
God’s perfect favor.   
 
At the end of the day, the false teachers of Ephesus were teaching a false God and a False Gospel.  So 
what is the cure for false teaching?  Gospel worship! 
 

III. The Cure for False Teaching (v.4-5) 
 
1 Timothy 4:4-5- “For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received 
with thanksgiving, 5 for it is made holy by the word of God and prayer.” 
 

A. In these verses we find the cure to all false teaching. The cure for all false teaching is a right 
understanding of God and the Gospel that leads us to worship! Paul reminds the Ephesians 
of the reality that God is the gracious Creator.  He created all things and everything He 
created was good.  Paul echoes God’s own assessment of his Creation work in Genesis 1:31.  

 
Genesis 1:31- “And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good.”  
 

B. Because what God is created is good, “nothing is to be rejected.”  There is no aspect of God’s 
physical creation that is sinful or defiled.  The Bible does say that all of creation is under the 
effects of the Curse (Romans 8:20-21), but nothing in nature is sinful in and of itself.  
Instead, nature brings glory to God.   
 

C. There is only one stipulation Paul gives here: “nothing is to be rejected if it is received with 
thanksgiving.”  Here Paul tells us how to live in this world.  It is all ours to enjoy!  We can 
bask in the glory of the sunrise. We can enjoy the quiet dignity of the sunset. We can 
breathe in the salty air of the sea.  We can wonder at the majesty of mountains.  We can 
enjoy every kind of food and drink.  We can enjoy the embrace of our spouse or the hug of a 
friend or the joys of little children.  All of it is freely given to us.  Only it is given for a 
purpose—that in it, we would enjoy God and respond in thankfulness to God.   

 
Application:  What does this say about God?  If your understanding of God is that He is a great cosmic 
killjoy in the sky always looking to punish you, you have a false god.  That god is far more like Satan 
than the God of the Bible.  Children and young people listen, Christianity is not the religion that says you 
must be “good, very good” or God will zap you.  Christianity says “God is Good! Enjoy Him!  Receive 
every good thing, especially eternal life, from His hand and give thanks to Him!”   
 
Psalm 34:8- “Oh, taste and see that the LORD is good! Blessed is the man who takes refuge in him!” 
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What an amazing God we serve!  He is mindful of us!  He wants to satisfy us with good at all times so 

that we might delight ourselves in Him!  You see, this understanding that God is the gracious giver of 

every good and perfect gift (James 1:17) protects us from false teaching.  When we understand the 

goodness of the True God, we won’t be tempted fall away after a false god.  Instead, we will be led to 

worship. 

D. An understanding of the goodness of God leads us to worship, which is what we see in verse 

5: “for it is made holy by the word of God and prayer.”  Here Paul tells us how to use all of 

creation.  This is proper worship.  Paul is probably primarily referring to how we receive 

food here, but it also applies to all of life.  Christians can enjoy and give thanks for the food 

they receive.  But more than that, they can receive their food with faith because it has been 

“made holy by God’s word and prayer.”  Commentators are divided on how food is made 

holy by God’s word.  Some say it refers to the clear declaration that all things in creation are 

good in Genesis 1.  Others point to the reality than in the pastoral epistles (1 Timothy, Titus, 

2 Timothy), Paul seems to use this phrase “the word of God” as a kind of shorthand for the 

Gospel message. The Gospel has saved us and allows us to enjoy all things by faith 

(Romans 14:23).  This is how I understand it.   

 

E. It seems clearer that food is made holy by prayer in the sense that our prayers of 

thanksgiving to God are an act of spiritual worship.  When we pray before we eat, we 

acknowledge that what we have received comes from God’s hand.  We pour out praise to 

Him for His goodness.   

Application: The Gospel change the way we do everything, from eating to drinking to working to 
enjoying the gifts of family, friends, and nature.  Once we realize that all of this comes from a God who 
loves us and who has rescued us, our perspective on the good gifts of life change.  Before, we used them 
to satisfy our selfish desires.  But now, in Christ, we are free to enjoy them in a different, spiritual way.  
We receive God’s gifts in the way He intended us to!  And we offer Gospel worship to God as we do so. 
 
Romans 11:36- “For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen.” 
 
Application:  Christians through the centuries have offered prayers of thanks to God before eating a 

meal.  It is a good practice that is faithful to Scripture.  But if we are not careful, it can very easily 

become a thoughtless habit.  One of my children when praying always says: “Thank you, Father, for our 

food. Amen.”  It is a bit of a ritual for this little one.  And it is often a rebuke to me because how often 

have I prayed before eating without considering that I can eat this food because of the goodness of God.  

Our prayers of thanksgiving should be heartfelt expressions of worship.   

1 Corinthians 10:31- “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” 

Conclusion 
 
 We have seen from our passage that false teaching is a deadly disease in the church.  False 
teaching is a deadly poison that enters the ear and murders the souls of those who embrace it.  False 
teaching is a deadly cancer that must be cut out of the church.  False teaching is taught by demons who 
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use false prophets to spread their lies. Ultimately, false teaching distorts the truth about God and His 
Gospel.    

Still, we have seen that the best defense against false teaching is an accurate understanding God 
and the Gospel.  When we embrace by faith the goodness and generosity of God who sent His Son to die 
for our sins and on top of that satisfies us with good (Psalm 103:5), we are safe from false teaching.  No 
idol invented by man can steal our heart away when we see God for who He is.  May God open our 
eyes to behold His goodness!  
 
Let’s pray… 


