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Do I have God’s approval?  I hesitate to even ask that question.  It seems like a question one 

shouldn’t ask, especially among pastors, because the answer should be obvious.  Jesus died for 

you.  God sacrificed his only Son to secure your salvation and forgiveness for all of your sins.  

We just celebrated Jesus’ resurrection and reminded ourselves and our listeners that because he 

lives, we will too.  And now God has chosen you, picked you, and sent you to tell the good news 

of free grace, full forgiveness and life everlasting.  End of story.  And if you have asked that 

question, maybe you have felt guilt over it. 

 

Do I have God’s approval?  If the people of your congregation heard you asking that question, 

they would be disturbed at your lack of confidence.  Your brothers in ministry would raise their 

eyebrows and wonder if you had ever heard of the Bible.  Isn’t that what we tell ourselves?  

Come on!  You’ve had a world-class seminary education.  No one else has received the length, 

the depth, or the extent of your training in God’s Word.  No one should be more certain of God’s 

approval.  What kind of pastor asks that question for even a moment? 

 

I have.  And without having had the opportunity to discuss this with every person gathered here 

today, I would be willing to guess that I am not the only one in this room who has wondered 

about the answer to that question since entering the ministry.  It is a question that Timothy seems 

to have been asking as he served the congregation in Ephesus, which leads to Paul’s letter.  Do I 

have God’s approval?  Usually that question won’t leave us alone until we have a solid answer 

for it.   

 

Why does that question occur to leaders in God’s church?  The apostle Paul tells us that Jesus 

“gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors 

and teachers” (Eph. 4:11) and again he asks the question “Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are 

all teachers? Do all work miracles?” (1 Cor. 12:29).  James also warns us that not many should 

presume to teach because teachers will be judged “more strictly” (James 3:1).  Asking about 

God’s approval to our work isn’t questioning whether we are called into God’s kingdom.  We are 

wondering if we are really meant to serve as leaders.  On the one hand, Jesus invites and calls all 

people into God’s kingdom by his grace.  We are included.  On the other hand, God doesn’t 

invite everyone to serve in roles of Christian leadership or public ministry.  Timothy may have 

been confident of his salvation and forgiveness, yet wondered if he should be leading.  Likewise, 

we may have the same confidence and still wonder if we are meant to be included in the “some” 

that are called to serve as pastors, staff ministers, and missionaries here on earth. 

 

And we are not alone.  Moses stood trembling before the burning bush, yet arguing with God. 

We wonder along with him why God is sending us to lead.  “O Lord, I have never been eloquent, 

neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and 

tongue…please send someone else to do it.” (Ex. 4:10, 13).  In our case, it probably sounds like 

this: “Don’t get me wrong, God.  I am thankful that you called me to serve.  But are you pleased 

with my efforts?  I feel like I should be doing better.  Out of everyone you could have chosen 

why did you pick me?  There are better and more qualified options out there.  I see people who I 
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think would make excellent pastors and teachers.  Some of them even started the training for it.  

Why did you call me and not them?”   

 

And when our ministry doesn’t feel like it is going the right way, questions of God’s approval 

nag at us.  Somewhere we get it into our heads that a workman approved by God has a smoothly 

running ministry in all of its parts.  Instead we find bumps and rough terrain.  That new school or 

ministry program seems to be taking so long to get up and running.  We experience resistance to 

our ministry ideas; more than we feel is good and necessary.  We push forward an evangelism 

effort to our people and instead of dazzling them with the 3,000 people rushing to join the church 

just like on that first Pentecost, we find a small trickle of perhaps a few people or less ready to 

come for a visit.  And when we try in a loving manner to enforce church discipline, we don’t 

always find a positive or loving response.  The person may not see his or her need for 

repentance.  Others may not like the discipline we use.  Instead of succeeding we feel like we are 

failing.   

 

At those points in our ministry when we are feeling low, it can be easy for us to ignore the 

success that God has given us.  Just think of Elijah.  God blessed his work.  God turned the 

hearts of his people so that they were on the same page with his prophet.  With the people behind 

him, Elijah had the false teachers and prophets of Baal put to death.  And after all the success 

God had given to his ministry and work, Elijah focused on the one thing that was working 

against him:  Jezebel wanted to kill him.  If we have ever been in that mindset, then we know 

what it is like to sit under the broom tree with Elijah and say, “I have had enough, Lord, take my 

life; I am no better than my ancestors” (1 Kings 19:4).  The trouble, the resistance, the pain, it 

seems like too much.  God, are you sure I have your approval?  Or does all of this mean you 

want me to pursue a different calling? 

 

If you have never felt this way or asked this question, then this paper and Paul’s words to 

Timothy may provide small comfort and minor interest.  If you have ever stood in Timothy’s 

shoes and wondered about what it means to be a workman approved by God, wondered if you 

have God’s approval in your work and ministry, then I pray God would comfort and encourage 

you as richly as he comforted Timothy through the words of Paul. 

 

From an Older Brother to a Younger Brother 

 

I promise the exegesis of the verses is coming soon.  Before we do that, I think it would benefit 

us to take a closer look at the man that Paul is writing to, Timothy.  We need to remember that 

the letters to Timothy are personal letters designed to give personal comfort.  2 Timothy was the 

last letter Paul wrote, shortly before his death (c. 67-68 AD).  This letter contains the words of an 

older brother in the faith nearing the end of his ministry to a younger brother just at the 

beginning of his.  I find it somehow ironic that today a younger brother in faith and ministry will 

be using these same words to encourage brothers who are…more venerable in years of service. 
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I want to narrow in on the personal quality of this letter because I think we lose something if we 

widen Paul’s audience too quickly.  Certainly it was intended that others should read and benefit 

from it.  First and foremost, his words were aimed at the heart of “Timothy, my dear son” (2 

Tim. 1:2).  Paul was writing to a man he deeply cared about and had spent many years with.  

Paul has geared these words and custom-fit them to directly encourage, admonish, and comfort 

his younger brother in the faith.  Step into Timothy’s place.  Paul is aiming these words at you. 

 

It is hard to imagine Timothy questioning God’s approval or lacking confidence.  Next to sitting 

at the feet of Jesus and studying under him, we can’t imagine a better seminary education than 

following in Paul’s footsteps and learning from his missionary journeys.  For about 12 years, 

Timothy had journeyed with Paul, learning from him as he helped to spread the gospel.  He had a 

glowing recommendation when he was received into the program during the second missionary 

journey.  “The brothers at Lystra and Iconium spoke well of him.” (Acts 16:2).   

 

Over the coming years, this young teenager would gain an even better reputation.  Paul boasted 

of Timothy to the Philippians: “I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your 

welfare.  For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ.  But you know 

that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the 

work of the gospel.” (Phi. 2:20-22).  Paul listed Timothy as the co-sender of several of his 

divinely-inspired letters.  And when Paul was concerned about how things were faring in other 

congregations, who did he send to help, advise, and report back to him?  Timothy (cf. 1 Cor. 

4:17; Phi. 2:19-22; 1 Thess. 3:2-6).   

 

Timothy had been there to witness Paul’s trials.  He knew what it was to see the gospel well-

received and poorly-received.  In his late 20s, he had a world-class education, training in the 

field, Paul’s recommendation, and an excellent reputation.  Now young Pastor Timothy was 

given his first solo assignment to serve the church at Ephesus.  At this time the congregation was 

8-10 years old, a well established congregation of the early church with long-standing members.  

By the time Paul writes 2 Timothy it should already be clear to everyone that Timothy is a 

workman approved by God, and Timothy above all should be confident in his work. 

 

But then we look back at Paul encouraging the Corinthians to go easy on his younger brother 

Timothy.  “If Timothy comes, see to it that he has nothing to fear while he is with you, for he is 

carrying on the work of the Lord, just as I am.  No one, then, should refuse to accept him.” (1 

Cor. 16:10-11).  While Timothy is serving at Ephesus, Paul encourages him directly, “Don’t let 

anyone look down on you because you are young” (1 Tim. 4:10).  There were forces gnawing at 

Timothy’s confidence in leadership, people who looked down on his youth and refused to accept 

him as a leader.  Finally, Paul encourages him that “God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but 

of power, of love, and of self discipline” (2 Tim. 1:7) and that he should “be strong in the grace 

that is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 2:1).  Who really needs to hear those encouragements?  A man 

who wrestles with timidity and confidence in leadership.  A man under attack.  A man who asks: 
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Do I Have God’s Approval? 
 

 

14 Ταῦτα ὑποµίµνῃσκε διαµαρτυρόµενος ἐνώπιον τοῦ θεοῦ µὴ λογοµαχεῖν, ἐπ᾽ οὐδὲν 

χρήσιµον, ἐπὶ καταστροφῇ τῶν ἀκουόντων.  

 
Keep on bringing these things to [their] remembrance while you charge them before God 

not to war over words.  It results in nothing useful, instead it has a catastrophic effect on 

those who listen. 

 

Ταῦτα-plural demonstrative pronoun-“these things” 

 

What are “these things” that Paul wants Timothy to remind the people of?  The argument could 

be made that Paul is referring to everything from the beginning of the chapter.  But 2:8 seems to 

begin a new section, the previous verses being directed straight at Timothy.  And since the verse 

begins with Μνηµόνευε (“remember”) from the same root word as ὑποµίµνῃσκε it seems 

preferable to begin from there.  Paul wants Timothy to remind the congregation of the following: 
 

8 
Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from David. This is my gospel, 

9 
for 

which I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But God’s word is not 

chained. 
10 

Therefore I endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they too may obtain the 

salvation that is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory.  
11 

Here is a trustworthy saying:  

If we died with him,  

we will also live with him;  
12 

if we endure,  

we will also reign with him.  

If we disown him,  

he will also disown us;  
13 

if we are faithless,  

he will remain faithful,  

for he cannot disown himself.  

 

It is the primary message of the gospel and the first point that Timothy should reinforce among 

the Ephesian believers.  It is the message of Easter.  Jesus Christ, a true man, descended from 

David, has been bodily raised from the dead.  This point becomes critical when we reach verse 

18 and the false teaching that Timothy is dealing with in Ephesus. 

 

Timothy should also remind the congregation that even if Paul is suffering, it isn’t because he 

has taught something wrong.  The gospel is still spreading and proving the sincerity of its 

message as it works in people’s hearts.  And this is what that gospel means:  Jesus’ death and 

resurrection means our eternal life (v. 11).  It may not always mean earthly rewards, but earthly 

sufferings and eternal rewards (v. 12a).  If we disown that gospel message, if we disown what it 
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means, then we disown Christ and the meaning of his sacrifice.  If we lose the bodily 

resurrection of Jesus then we have lost the gospel and the eternal rewards that the gospel brings 

(v. 12b). Yet even if people are not the most faithful to the message of Jesus Christ, if they falter, 

struggle, and lose their faith, God in perfect faithfulness will continue to reach out to them with 

the true gospel message, calling them to repentance, offering free forgiveness and salvation 

through Jesus, because that is the faithful God that he is (v. 13).  Remind them of “these things.” 

That has been Paul’s gospel.  It should continue to be Timothy’s gospel.  It should be our gospel 

as well. 

 

ὑποµίµνῃσκε-2nd
 sing. pres. act. imp.-“remind them, put in their minds, admonish them” 

 

God’s worker doesn’t always have an easy time sharing that gospel.  Some miracles seem 

impossible for others to accept.  They are slow to accept all the teachings of Scripture.  Timothy 

was experiencing resistance to the message that Jesus was physically raised from the dead.  

Therefore, Paul offers the encouragement ὑποµίµνῃσκε “keep reminding them”. 

 

The present tense of the imperative indicates that this is a continued or ongoing action.  By 

writing these words, Paul isn’t implying that Timothy hasn’t been doing this.  He isn’t accusing 

Timothy of having failed in his duties by not doing something he should have been doing all 

along.  If he had wanted to accomplish bringing this brother in line, he could have used the aorist 

tense “start reminding them”.  But these are words of encouragement: “Timothy, I know you 

have been faithfully bringing these things to people’s minds.  Keep bringing these things to their 

minds.” 

 

It seems Timothy could have used this encouragement to keep on going.  Paul’s initial charge to 

Timothy when he left him in charge at Ephesus was that he “may command certain men not to 

teach false doctrines any longer nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies” (1 

Tim. 1:3-4).  There would be resistance.  False teachers had entrenched themselves in the church.  

Timothy would have to stand up for the truth and command these men not to teach falsely.  Paul 

had written those words to Timothy 2 to 4 years before he wrote his second letter to Timothy.  

Now a few years after that first letter, some of the people still weren’t getting it.  There was still 

resistance.  There were still false teachings and myths being perpetrated in the Ephesian church, 

and at least one of the same men was guilty of continually perpetrating them.  Speaking from the 

perspective of a young preacher, that can seem like a long time to have an ongoing situation in a 

church and the situation still wasn’t resolved.  We hear Paul’s encouragement ringing in our ears, 

“keep reminding them.”  In the past, you’ve needed to remind them.  In the future, you will need 

to continue to remind them. 

 

διαµαρτυρόµενος- pres. mid. part. masc. nom. sing. (temporal usage)-“while witnessing to the 

facts, while charging them” 

 

At the same time he was reminding them of the gospel, Timothy was to tell them, “These are the 

facts before God.  He doesn’t want you to war over empty matters.”  He was to charge them in 

God’s presence not to fight to advance myths, useless teachings, or empty words; things that 

were of no benefit to God’s Church. 
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µὴ λογοµαχεῖν-pres. act. inf. (with strong negation)-“do not war over words” 

 

The root word is used twice in Scripture, here and 1 Timothy 6:4.  It is used in reference to 

arguing over worthless or trivial matters.  We might include in such word-battles topics like: 

“Whether it is liturgically necessary and divinely ordained to serve soup and sandwiches before 

every Lenten service including Maundy Thursday” and “Can God create a stone so large that he 

himself cannot lift it?” 

  

χρήσιµον-adj. sing. neut. acc.-“useful, advantageous” 

 

While some may view the above topics as worthy of lengthy discussion and debate, Paul reminds 

Timothy that nothing useful or advantageous to a person’s faith can be gained from having such 

discussion.  The result is far from it. 

 

καταστροφῇ-noun sing. fem. dat. -“subversion, overthrow, destruction, catastrophe” 

 

Often used in reference to the fall or destruction of a city, this word is used to denote when 

something really, really bad has happened.  Far from gaining anything, these word-battles often 

destroy, subvert, and overthrow the faith of many people in God and his Word. 

 

 

15 σπούδασον σεαυτὸν δόκιµον παραστῆσαι τῷ θεῷ, ἐργάτην ἀνεπαίσχυντον, 

ὀρθοτοµοῦντα τὸν λόγον τῆς ἀληθείας.  

 
Strive to show it to be true to God that you are a man of integrity, approved of, an 

unashamed worker, a man who holds a straight course when it comes to the word of truth. 

 

σπούδασον-2nd
 singular aorist active imperative-“be eager, strive, do your best” 

 

Having encouraged Timothy to continue his work of reminding people what the gospel teaches 

and warning them against anything that could destroy faith, Paul continues his encouragement of 

this young pastor.  The aorist tense signifies a one-time event.  At a time when people may have 

doubted his leadership, when Timothy himself may have lacked confidence, Paul says, “Be 

eager, do your best, throw your weight, will, and desire behind this effort.”  The effort to do 

what? 

 

παραστῆσαι-aorist active infinitive-“to present, to prove, to show to be true” 

 

Timothy’s effort was to be focused on showing it to be the truth before God and man that he was 

a workman approved by God.  Note that again Paul is not trying to say Timothy has neglected 

his work up to this point.  He is not indicating that Timothy still has to earn the status of a 

workman approved by God.  Timothy has already proved it. 
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Earlier in 2 Timothy, Paul noted, “I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in 

your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also” 

(1:5).  Remember again Paul’s long-standing relationship with Timothy.  After years of knowing 

him, working with him and his family, Paul was certain of Timothy’s dedication and the 

approval of his work before God whatever the worldly results of his work might look like.  He 

said as much earlier when he wrote to the Philippians, “you know that Timothy has proved 

himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel” (Phi. 

2:21).  The word Paul used, “proved,” is δοκιµὴν, the same word Paul uses in this verse.  The 

truth was Timothy was already δόκιµος “approved.”  Now he should show it to be the truth 

before God as he continued to serve and before the members of his congregation in Ephesus. 

 

δόκιµον-adjective singular masculine accusative -“approved, genuine, esteemed” 

 

So what does it mean to be a workman approved by God, a man who is δόκιµος?  The Enhanced 

Strong’s Lexicon provides the following: 

  

In the ancient world there was no banking system as we know it today, and no 

paper money. All money was made from metal, heated until liquid, poured into 

moulds and allowed to cool. When the coins were cooled, it was necessary to 

smooth off the uneven edges. The coins were comparatively soft and of course 

many people shaved them closely. In one century, more than eighty laws were 

passed in Athens, to stop the practice of shaving down the coins then in 

circulation. But some money changers were men of integrity, who would accept 

no counterfeit money. They were men of honour who put only genuine full 

weighted money into circulation. Such men were called “dokimos” or 

“approved”. 
1
  

 
Even though we are not bankers, workmen of God deal with an even more valuable commodity, 

the Word of God.  Paul further highlights what it means to be δόκιµος by including the following 

words as an appositive ἐργάτην ἀνεπαίσχυντον “an unashamed worker”.  A worker who is 

unashamed of the work or the product he has put forth.  As a man of integrity, he doesn’t need to 

be ashamed because he knows he has given the people the full value.   

 

For God’s worker to be δόκιµος means to put only the genuine full weighted Word of God into 

circulation.  The approved worker doesn’t shave down God’s Word, cutting out what rightly 

belongs to God’s people, even if they are not entirely eager to receive those parts of God’s 

treasure.  He doesn’t keep those words to himself or, may it never happen to us, throw them out 

entirely as worthless chaff.  Nor does the approved worker add filler and lessen the value of 

God’s Word by combining it with words and teachings made by men.  He provides the full value 

                                                           
1
Strong, J. (1996). The exhaustive concordance of the Bible (electronic ed.) (G1384). Ontario: Woodside 

Bible Fellowship. 
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of God’s Word to God’s people.  Such a man is considered a genuine worker, an esteemed 

worker, a man who has God’s approval. 

 

ὀρθοτοµοῦντα-present active participle masculine singular accusative-“teach rightly, divide 

right, cut in a straight line, hold a straight course” 

 

Paul adds one more appositive as he describes the man who is δόκιµος.  When it comes to the 

word of truth he is literally a “right-cutter” or a “straight-cutter”.  The literal translation can seem 

to suggest that the approved worker should take a knife to God’s Word and cut it rightly.  If we 

take that to mean cutting down the Word of God so that only what is right remains, we open 

ourselves to the same dangers the false teachers walked into.  Our reason becomes the 

determining factor for what belongs, what should be cut out, and what should be interpreted 

differently. 

 

However, we could take the literal translation to mean someone who cuts in line with the word of 

truth or holds a straight course in keeping with the word of truth.  We might think of a 

kindergartner’s art project.  After the teacher has traced the child’s hand, the kindergartner is 

asked to cut out the shape.  He is to hold a straight course to the line the teacher has already laid 

out.  He holds true to the line, not creatively cutting to the right or left, otherwise he might lop 

off a paper finger or wind up with a final product that looks very little like a hand.  In the same 

way, when a pastor, staff minister or missionary is preparing a sermon he is to cut in a straight 

line following the course that God has laid out in Scripture.  He doesn’t creatively cut or hack 

away at God’s Word, but rightly cuts and divides what belongs to God’s Law and what belongs 

to God’s Gospel.  By the time he has finished cutting the course of his sermon, God’s word of 

truth should be seen as clearly as a kindergartner’s hand.  How difficult can that be to hold 

straightly to God’s Word?  It’s so easy a child could do it. 

 
Well, it might not be quite so easy.  Kindergartners can cut a little roughly around the edges.  

Some of our sermons can be a little rough around the edges too.  And when we look at how 

many others in the world around us have deviated to the point where God’s Word is barely 

recognizable in some cases, we understand that being a straight-cutter is no small talent.  It can 

take a lifetime dedicated to studying, learning, and growing in faith.  Only with the help of God 

and his Word can it be accomplished. 

 

All of these words Paul has used to describe for Timothy and for us what it means to be δόκιµος.  
Are you relieved?  Are you confident now that you have God’s approval and that he approves of 

your work?  Do you believe that the term δόκιµος could rightly be applied to you?  You have 

studied God’s Word.  You have come to know of God’s love for you and he has led you to love 

him in return.  He has given you the desire to present people with the full value of his Word, 

nothing more, and nothing less.  You have dedicated your life to studying his Word to learn how 

to be an even better “straight-cutter”.  Is that enough to convince you that you are δόκιµος and 

that when you stand before God you will hear the words that every man in this room longs to hear from 

his Savior, “Well done, good and faithful servant!”?  
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Perhaps here would be a good point to break in and marvel at the simplicity of the way Paul has 

spoken in this verse.  The only qualification Paul has really given to be considered an approved 

workman is to hold to the pure Word of God.  When we let God’s Word speak for itself, we are 

doing just that.  All we really need to do is dedicate time to feeding God’s people in our sermons 

and Bible studies with the words God has given.  Why doesn’t that always seem like enough? 

 

Part of it might be because we love our God so much and we want to do even more.  The other 

part may be our own sinful nature gnawing at us.  We are not immune to the same temptations 

that plague our people, temptations to work-righteousness, temptations to add to ourselves and 

others further qualifications to earn the title “approved”.   

 

I’m not claiming to see into hearts, but perhaps similar thoughts have occurred to you at some 

point in your ministry.  How often when I thought I was seeking God’s approval was I actually 

seeking the approval of men?  It wasn’t in the way I preached, but in the way I worked.  I 

dedicated a great deal of time to sermon preparation.  Part of it was the desire to give the full 

value of God’s Word to his people.  The other part was so that I could hear people’s recognition 

that I was an approved workman: “Pastor, you spent how many hours preparing that sermon?  

You spent how many hours working this week?  I’m convinced.  There can be no doubt, you 

have God’s approval.” 

 

What other qualifications are we tempted to add?  “That brother of mine has a great evangelism 

program going.  His people are behind him.  I’m happy for him.  I’m glad that God’s kingdom is 

advancing.  My evangelism program is on the rocks.  If I could get to where he’s at, I could have 

God’s approval too.  That congregation managed to open a school.  People are flocking through 

their doors to hear God’s Word.  If I can accomplish just as much success, then people will look 

at me and say ‘He’s a worker who has God’s approval.’”  We know we shouldn’t think this way 

when it comes to working in God’s kingdom.  We work towards not thinking this way as we 

grow in faith.  Sometimes, we think this way. 

 

Outward signs of success may indicate God’s approval, but their lack shouldn’t tell us that we 

have failed to be workmen approved by God.   Paul hasn’t added any of these qualifications.  He 

hasn’t set down the number of hours in a week a man has to work to gain this title.  He doesn’t 

point to a thriving ministry that has a school or people knocking down the doors to get it.  The 

only qualification Paul gives to Timothy, to you, and to me is faithfulness to God’s Word.  If you 

are faithful to his Word, you are δόκιµος. 

 

Still Paul knew that his younger brother in faith was in need of more encouragement because of 

the difficulties he was facing in Ephesus.  Having reminded his fellow worker that he was 

approved and should continue to show that he was, Paul now addresses the troubles Timothy is 

facing. 

 

 

16 τὰς δὲ βεβήλους κενοφωνίας περιΐστασο· ἐπὶ πλεῖον γὰρ προκόψουσιν ἀσεβείας 17 καὶ 

ὁ λόγος αὐτῶν ὡς γάγγραινα νοµὴν ἕξει. 
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Stay away from worldly foolish talkers because they will progress into more of this 

ungodliness and their word like gangrene will be ravenous. 

 

κενοφωνίας-noun feminine plural accusative-“vain babblings, empty discussions, foolish talk” 

 

There isn’t any substance to what the false teachers are saying.  They are using worldly logic and 

reasoning.  Their high-sounding arguments may sound intriguing and worthy of consideration to 

others.  Remember our discussion of λογοµαχεῖν.  But they are nothing more than vain babblings 

and empty discussions. 

 

περιΐστασο-2nd
 singular present middle imperative-“avoid, shun, stay away” 

 

Timothy shouldn’t concern himself with the merits of the false teachers’ arguments.  He 

shouldn’t attempt to engage them in any way by arguing back and fighting them on their terms.  

Instead he should stay away from their discussions entirely.  Note again the present tense of the 

imperative.  He was to continue in this action of avoiding them.  Instead of preaching their 

teaching as wrong, Timothy should keep preaching the word of truth.  God would cause his pure 

Word to triumph. 

 

προκόψουσιν-3rd plural future active indicative-“they will progress, they will beat forward, they 

will hammer ahead” 

 

Paul notes that the people engaging in these discussions would be headed towards more 

ungodliness.  In fact, this is the direction they are intending to head in.  They aren’t drifting 

towards ungodliness.  They aren’t attempting to push forward in the direction of God’s Word.  

They are aggressively trying to advance their teaching.  They hammer against sound teaching 

intent on replacing it with their own.  Paul would soon say to Timothy about these people: 

 

There will be terrible times in the last days. People will be lovers of themselves, 

lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, 

unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not 

lovers of the good, 
 
treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than 

lovers of God—having a form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing 

to do with them. (2 Tim. 3:1-5) 

 

The forceful advancing of these false teachers fits in well with Paul’s picture of a progressive 

and rapidly spreading gangrene. 

 

γάγγραινα-noun feminine singular nominative-“gangrene” 

 
For those of us who may not be familiar with gangrene, it is “a disease by which any part of the 

body suffering from inflammation becomes so corrupted that, unless a remedy be seasonably 
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applied, the evil continually spreads, attacks other parts, and at last eats away the bones.”
2
 It is a 

disease that often spreads through the blood, an apt picture for the way these false teachers were 

spreading their words. 

 
Normally, we would expect the blood to bring nourishing nutrients to build up the body, just as 

we would expect workers in God’s kingdom to bring the goodness of God’s Word to build up 

and nourish the body of Christ.  Here, disease and destruction are brought from a source that is 

meant to bring life and nourishment.  The false teachers are poisoning people’s spiritual health 

with their words.  And there is a short list of ways to deal with it. 

 

Recently, a member of my wife’s family suffered from gangrene.  The two cures presented were 

1) apply the strongest antibiotics available in hopes of making the gangrene go away or 2) 

amputate.  When it comes to spiritual gangrene, God’s approved worker is left with the same two 

remedies.  He can give the strongest application of law and gospel to the one spreading false 

teaching in hopes of leading that person to repentance.  The medicine of God’s forgiveness can 

be applied, and healing for the spiritual wound can commence.  Barring that, if the person 

continues in unrepentant false teaching, God’s worker has one course of action.  Through 

appropriate church discipline, the false teacher should be separated from the body of Christ and 

excommunicated. 

 

νοµὴν-noun feminine singular accusative-“fodder, growth, food for the fire” 

 
The noun here describes what the gangrene will be like.  Literally, the gangrene will find fodder 

or pasture for itself.  The false teaching would find ample fuel to spread itself in God’s Church.  

And as a wildfire ravenously eats away at trees and brush, so the gangrenous false teaching 

would ravenously eat away at God’s Church. 

 

 

ὧν ἐστιν Ὑµέναιος καὶ Φίλητος, 18 οἵτινες περὶ τὴν ἀλήθειαν ἠστόχησαν, λέγοντες 

[τὴν] ἀνάστασιν ἤδη γεγονέναι, καὶ ἀνατρέπουσιν τήν τινων πίστιν.  

 
Among them (the worldly foolish talkers) are Hymenaeus and Philetus, who, with regards 

to the truth, have failed, because they say the resurrection has already happened, and they 

undermine the faith of some. 

 

ὧν ἐστιν Ὑµέναιος καὶ Φίλητος-“Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus” 

 

Paul now identifies two of the sources that are guilty of spreading false teaching in the Ephesian 

church, Hymenaeus and Philetus.  Timothy probably already knew both these men and what they 

were doing before Paul mentioned them.  We spoke earlier of how a pastor, staff minister, or 

missionary could be led to doubt his leadership or his “approved” status before God because of 

                                                           
2
Strong, J. (1996). The exhaustive concordance of the Bible (electronic ed.) (G1044). Ontario: Woodside 

Bible Fellowship. 
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the level of resistance he is facing.  Such resistance may come from without or from within the 

congregation.  In Timothy’s situation, resistance to his leadership and his message may have 

come from both places. 

 

We know very little about these two men, but enough that we can make a few safe inferences.  

First, we know that they were teaching something contrary to Timothy’s message and contrary to 

God’s Word.  Second, Paul considers them an important threat to peoples’ faith by their 

teaching.  He sees them as enough of a threat to mention them to Timothy, and to others who 

would read his letter, by name.  People knew who these men were.  They were involved with and 

apparently able to influence members of the congregation.  Perhaps they were older than 

Timothy or had been members of the Ephesian congregation longer than Timothy had been.  

They had some quality about them that would make others more likely to want to listen to them 

and less likely to listen to Timothy. 

 

A false teacher only needs two ingredients: something to teach that is contrary to God’s Word, 

and an audience that will listen to them.  He doesn’t need a seminary diploma or require years of 

study.  He doesn’t necessarily hold the title of pastor, overseer, or deacon.  So we can’t say 

whether Hymenaeus and Philetus had studied with Paul and Timothy or with anyone else.  We 

can’t say whether they were considered clergy or average members of the congregation.  We can 

only say that they were actively causing problems for Timothy in his ministry and for the 

congregation. 

We also know a little bit more about Hymenaeus.  Philetus is only mentioned here, but 

Hymenaeus was brought up in Paul’s first letter to Timothy.  “Some have rejected these [faith 

and a good conscience] and so have shipwrecked their faith. 
 
Among them are Hymenaeus and 

Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme” (1 Tim. 1:19-20).  

Already Hymenaeus had been disciplined.  He had been excommunicated.  Since then, had he 

been brought to repentance and now sinned again?  Had he been under church discipline this 

whole time?  Had he been holding to the same false teaching the whole time?  Ephesus is a big 

city.  A couple of years had passed.  If he is no longer a part of the congregation, then what is he 

still doing troubling God’s Church and Timothy after all this time? 

Paul never tells us how the congregation reacted to the discipline he enforced.  Some may have 

been in agreement with it.  Others may have disagreed with Paul and fought against Timothy’s 

leadership in the congregation from then until the present time because of what they had done to 

Hymenaeus. A man who has God’s approval doesn’t always have an easy road in ministry.  Paul 

reminds us here that tough calls sometimes need to be made for the good of Christ’s Church.  

People may or may not approve when church discipline is applied to someone they know.  

Regardless of in what capacity, Hymenaeus was still there.  He was still involved.  He would still 

have to be addressed. 

We have to remember also that the goal of church discipline was never to kick people out of the 

church, but to lead them to repentance and restore them into the congregation.  Even as he 

warned Timothy to deal severely with false teachers, Paul also encouraged him, “The goal of this 

command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” (1 

Tim. 1:5).  Whether Hymenaeus was considered an erring brother or no better than a pagan, the 
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goal was to bring him to a right understanding of God’s Word and the joy of eternal life through 

Jesus. 

Why spend so much time on men we know so little about?  Perhaps if we understand how Paul 

was encouraging Timothy to view these men, we gain a better understanding of how we should 

view people who teach differently or oppose God’s Word today.  They may come from different 

walks of life.  They may be clergy or lay-people.  When we look at other Lutheran or Christian 

denominations do we seeing erring brothers and sisters, who want to get it right, who want to 

know Jesus better, who like Hymenaeus and Philetus know something about Jesus, but are still 

way off the mark?  Or do we see pagans that are willingly and knowingly trashing God’s Word 

in their own interest and for their own purposes?  Regardless of how we might answer those 

questions, there is one more comment Paul gives to Timothy that every worker confident of 

God’s approval should hear: 

The Lord’s servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to 

teach, not resentful.  Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope 

that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and 

that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has 

taken them captive to do his will. (2 Tim. 2:24-26) 

Our efforts should be one of gentle instruction and constant prayer to God that he would lead 

them to repentance, whether others are gently drifting from the truth or violently condemning it. 

 

ἠστόχησαν-3rd
 plural aorist active indicative-“they abandoned, they failed, they swerved, they 

missed the mark” 

 

After mentioning Hymenaeus and Philetus by name, Paul draws a strong contrast between these 

men and what he had said to Timothy earlier.  As opposed to a man who is ὀρθοτοµοῦντα “a 

straight-cutter, a man who holds a straight course” to the truth, these men had swerved from the 

original course.  They hadn’t idly wandered away from the truth as the NIV translation suggests.  

They swerved to miss it.  They abandoned it.  They had missed the mark when it came to the 

truth.  If anyone wanted to argue that Timothy was off-base in his teaching, that he should give 

fairer treatment to these men and their teaching, Paul makes it clear to Timothy and everyone 

else that these men, not Timothy, had failed the truth by their teaching.  How had they failed and 

abandoned the truth? 

 

λέγοντες [τὴν] ἀνάστασιν ἤδη γεγονέναι-“because they say that (a/the) (rising up/resurrection) 

has already happened” 

 

Note the perfect tense.  They weren’t teaching that the resurrection will happen, but that it 

already has happened.  For the longest time, I believed this was the false teaching of 

millennialism.  I took [τὴν] ἀνάστασιν to still mean a bodily resurrection.  The false teachers 

were saying the millennium was already upon them and were destroying the faith of some.  Most 

other commentators suggest that this is Gnosticism.  The false teachers were saying that Christ 

never meant that there would be a bodily resurrection, only a restoration of the human spirit to its 
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former glory.  You are no longer spiritually dead in sin.  You now have peace and harmony 

restored between you and God while you live on earth.  But this is as good as it is going to get.  

This is your heaven.  You’re still going to die and that will be the end.  No bodily resurrection 

for you. 

 

If Paul is quoting directly what the false teachers were saying, then their words were open to a 

variety of interpretations, some correct and some wrong.  Their wording was fairly vague. 

ἀνάστασιν in its basic meanings can mean a bodily resurrection from the dead as we use it in the 

Bible.  However it can also mean “a raising up, rising (e.g. from a seat)”
3
 “a making men rise 

and leave their place, removal, as of suppliants…a setting up, restoration…a rising and moving off, 

removal.”
4
  The point is when the Greeks used this word, they didn’t always have a bodily 

resurrection from the dead in mind.  Rising up could simply indicate a change in status from 

seated to standing or from a lower position to a higher position. 

 

So without the context of what they meant, when Hymenaeus, Philetus, and others said [τὴν] 

ἀνάστασιν ἤδη γεγονέναι some could have interpreted that to be the message of Easter.  Christ’s 

resurrection has already happened.  He is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Others might have thought 

of the miracle that happened at Christ’s death when the “tombs broke open and the bodies of 

many holy people who had died were raised to life.” (Matt. 27:52).  If they took either of these 

interpretations away from their words, people could have easily believed that Hymenaeus and 

Philetus were speaking nothing more than the truth.  But neither of those interpretations would 

have been damaging to a person’s faith.  And Paul indicates that this teaching was killing 

people’s faith.   

 

Moreover, when Paul had emphasized his gospel to Timothy earlier in 2:8, he had taken specific 

time to point out that he preached Jesus Christ ἐγηγερµένον ἐκ νεκρῶν “having been raised from 

the dead”.  Unlike ἀνάστασιν,   ἐγηγερµένον doesn’t carry the idea of rising from a lower 

position to a higher position.  It means “to raise to life, to wake up” and when Paul includes 

“from the dead” there can be no doubt what he means.   Jesus Christ has been bodily raised from 

the dead.  His emphasis on this point in v. 8 suggests that in v. 18 the false teachers meant 

something completely different.  Gnosticism as we have suggested earlier takes away the 

comfort of a bodily resurrection.  It destroys a person’s faith in life everlasting and replaces it 

with the hollow hope that for the remainder of our lives we are in a better, higher state than we 

were before.  “And if Christ has not been raised (ἐγήγερται), your faith is futile;” (1 Cor. 15:17). 

                                                           
3
Strong, J. (1996). The exhaustive concordance of the Bible : Showing every word of the test of the 

common English version of the canonical books, and every occurence of each word in regular order. 

(electronic ed.) (G386). Ontario: Woodside Bible Fellowship. 
4
Liddell, H. (1996). A lexicon : Abridged from Liddell and Scott's Greek-English lexicon (Page 62). Oak 

Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc. 
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ἀνατρέπουσιν-3
rd
 plural present active indicative-“they overthrow, they undermine, they upset” 

 

What these men were teaching was having no small effect on their listeners.  Not everyone was 

affected, but for some their faith was being undermined.  The false teachers were chipping away 

at the very foundation of what these people believed in.  They had taken away Christ’s bodily 

resurrection because such a miracle made no sense to them.  And when you lose that from the 

gospel, you lose the gospel.  They were attempting to take away the hope of heaven from these 

people.  They were attempting to take the hope of eternal life from these people.  They were 

taking away the joys and bliss that God promises his people in his heavenly kingdom and 

claiming to replace it with something better and more real.  And in some cases they were 

succeeding, because instead of listening to the truths and promises of God’s Word, people were 

listening to these men and their faith was being undermined. 

 

We think again about what Paul said to Timothy regarding the people who were doing this:  

“Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance 

leading them to a knowledge of the truth” (2 Tim. 2:25).  Gentle instruction?  Kindness to these 

underminers and destroyers?  Patience for men who are hacking away at God’s Church, who are 

harming people spiritually and doing them an eternal disservice by undermining their God-given 

hope?  We know it is what God desires of us and the instruction he has given to his workers.  

God has given us love for him and love for his people.  We can’t bear seeing any harm come to 

them.  And there are times when nothing can seem more difficult or more irritating to God’s 

worker than to reach out to someone who is causing harm to souls and may seek to harm us. 

 

Picture yourself for a moment as a doctor about to visit a sick patient.  You have trained hard as 

a doctor and studied for years.  You know that the medicine you carry is what the patient needs.  

The medicine will restore life and health.  As you enter the room where the patient is staying 

another man wearing street clothes walks in with you.  He hasn’t studied medicine.  He doesn’t 

bother to sanitize his hands.  He starts giving the patient his professional opinion about what is 

wrong as he starts to operate.  You step forward with your medicine and he blocks your way.  He 

tells the patient that you are no doctor.  You don’t know the first thing about medicine.  You are 

the quack.  You are the crook.  If the patient takes your medicine he will surely die.  Would you 

deal with that man in gentleness and patience and try to teach him proper medicine? 

 

We think of the many people across denominations and church bodies who claim to have God’s 

approval.  They preach a different message and deny God’s approval to us because of the 

message we preach.  Not all of what they preach is wrong, but we see the damage that can be 

caused by teachings contrary to God’s Word.  We can see ways that it can undermine or 

overthrow faith in the gospel.  We see them turning people away from God’s Word while calling 

us false teachers, perhaps in the same way Hymenaeus and Philetus were turning people against 

the message that both Paul and Timothy preached.  Kindness, patience, and gentle instruction 

may not be the first attitudes we would turn to.  But before we get too riled up about the harm 

that false teachers cause, we should pause and reflect on the man who is writing these divinely-

inspired words to Timothy. 
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Paul had been much like Hymenaeus and Philetus before his conversion.  He had taught falsely 

that Jesus was not the Christ.  He had persecuted those who taught the truth and turned others 

against them.  Perhaps he had undermined the faith of some with his violent persecutions.  He 

knew what it was like to be in their position. 

 

But God had dealt with Paul in patience and with gentle instruction.  Paul would suffer many 

things in his ministry.  But through all of this, God was revealing to him the truth of what it 

means to be a follower of Jesus.  Having God’s approval means suffering hardship and 

opposition for the name of Jesus.  Having God’s approval means following a loving Savior and 

proclaiming to all people forgiveness, freedom from sin, and life in His name.  What result did 

God bring through this gentle instruction of a violent man?  Years after sharing the hope of 

Jesus’ resurrection with countless people, this elder preacher was encouraging his dear younger 

brother in Christ to show the same gentle instruction to men who were undermining faith.  When 

we remember the wonderful things God can bring about by his grace, our anger fades.  The 

worker who loves God and has his approval finds patience even to deal with false teachers. 

 

Paul, however, also knew how rough it could be to deal with false teachers.  Even when we are 

confident of God’s approval, we are still fragile “jars of clay” (2 Cor. 4:7 ff.).  Even some of the 

strongest people of faith mentioned in the Bible had moments of weakness.  Think again of 

Elijah under the broom tree asking for death.  Think of the number of times Moses faced 

opposition to his leadership, the number of times that Paul himself was persecuted.  How many 

times do you get spiritually knocked down before you are slow to get back up?  How many 

people tell you that your message, your decisions, your leadership is wrong before you start to 

doubt your “approved” status before God?  Listen to Paul, this veteran pastor.  God gave him 

comfort to give to a man who’s feeling beaten up. 

 

 

19 ὁ µέντοι στερεὸς θεµέλιος τοῦ θεοῦ ἕστηκεν, ἔχων τὴν σφραγῖδα ταύτην· Ἔγνω 

κύριος τοὺς ὄντας αὐτοῦ, καί, Ἀποστήτω ἀπὸ ἀδικίας πᾶς ὁ ὀνοµάζων τὸ ὄνοµα κυρίου.  

 
However God’s rock-solid foundation stands unmoving, and it has this inscription:  “The 

Lord knows the ones who are his” and “Everyone confessing the name of the Lord should 

stay away from unrighteousness.” 

 

στερεὸς θεµέλιος-“rock solid foundation” 

 

Here the rock solid foundation refers to God’s Church.  In 1 Timothy 3:15, Paul calls the Church, 

the “pillar and foundation of the truth.”  The first part of Paul’s encouragement to Timothy is that 

God will keep the foundation he has set grounded, that is, he will keep the Church grounded in 

the truth of the gospel.  Even though false teachers may attack and seek to knock the Church off 

the foundation that God has set for his people, they will not succeed in undermining the Church. 

It may look to Timothy and to us that the false teachers are at least temporarily succeeding and 

undermining the faith of some.  It may seem like they are gaining ground and pushing sound 

teachers of the truth back.  Paul’s encouragement is to take confidence in God’s work for His 
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Church.  God will not allow his believers to be fooled by them.  He will keep the Church 

standing firm like a rock, unmoved by the most violent assaults against the gospel. 

 

ὁ ὀνοµάζων τὸ ὄνοµα-“the one naming the name, the one using the name, the one confessing 

the name” 

 
This Greek idiom refers to people who confess the name of the Lord.  In the last part of his 

encouragement Paul encourages Timothy, the Ephesian church, and ultimately all believers in 

their responsibility to the truth.  Although the NIV puts this last part of the verse in quotations, 

Paul doesn’t appear to be quoting any particular verse of Scripture; instead he seems to be stating 

a general truth.  When a person confesses the name of the Lord, when he proclaims that he is a 

believer in God or claims to speak God’s Word, he must do the following: 

 

Ἀποστήτω ἀπὸ ἀδικίας-“Let him stand off from unrighteousness, let him avoid/flee 

unrighteousness” 

 

We cannot see into hearts to know or judge whether true faith in God or true belief in God is 

there.  We can only look and judge whether actions and the words that are spoken are in keeping 

with God’s truth.  When we confess the name of the Lord, we are to testify to the truth by 

avoiding unrighteousness and error in our own proclamation.  Others are given the same charge 

when it comes to proclaiming the name of the Lord.  And the standard by which these 

proclamations are to be measured is God’s Word (cf. Deut. 18:17-22; Jer. 23:30-31; Eze. 13:1-

10).  It should then become clear to everyone who is testifying to the truth.  When tested against 

God’s Word it should become evident to the Ephesians that Hymenaeus and Philetus had not 

avoided unrighteousness and error in their message.  It should become clear that Timothy and 

Paul had.  

 

ע hiphil imperfect 3 – ְוֹיַד�
rd
 masculine singular-“and he will make known, and he will reveal, and 

he will show” 

 

I wanted to save the middle part of Paul’s encouragement till the end because it offers the most 

comfort to anyone who has God’s approval.  When you come under heavy attack, remember 

“The Lord knows those who are his.”  The comfort for Timothy must have been profound.  The 

Greek word used here Ἔγνω “he knows” carries a more in depth meaning.  The Lord doesn’t 

just know the people he has chosen to serve him, he is intimately acquainted with them.  He 

deeply understands them.  Others may not see it, but Timothy should be encouraged that God 

had a deep-seated interest in him.  God has a deep-seated interest in us too.  And the comfort 

doesn’t stop there. 

 

Why the Hebrew?  Because here Paul is quoting the Old Testament and the context of the quote 

is worth looking into.  It would have brought instant recollection of the event to Timothy’s mind.  

Paul knows exactly who he’s talking to.  He has aimed this phrase directly at Timothy’s heart to 

build him up.  He has aimed these words at your heart too. 
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Dear brother in Christ, I understand that this has been a hard time for you in your congregation.  

You’ve had it rough.  People have opposed you and challenged your leadership.  You’re not 

alone.  I want to tell you about a man who people look up to in our day as second to God.  

Everyone respects his words and looks up to him.  They didn’t always.  His name is Moses. 

 

One day a relative, another Levite named Korah came to him with a crowd of men behind him.  

All of them had turned against Moses.  Korah said, “You have gone too far! The whole 

community is holy, every one of them, and the LORD is with them. Why then do you set 

yourselves above the LORD’s assembly?” (Num. 16:3).  “Who put you in charge, Moses and 

Aaron?  God didn’t choose you.  Your leadership is terrible.  Any one of us could do a better job.  

God could have chosen any one of us.  We’re all God’s people.  In fact, we wish God would 

choose one of us to be in charge.” 

 

It may hurt when a member of your congregation opposes you and casts doubt on your 

leadership.  It was hurtful to Moses.  This wasn’t just anyone opposing Moses.  Korah was a 

Levite.  Moses was a Levite.  This was family.  This was a man who should have had Moses’ 

back and stood up for him, not against him.  Is it any less hurtful when there is strife in the 

family of God today?  It is sin, it is pride, it is unbelief dividing those who should call each other 

brothers in Christ. 

 

When Moses heard these words he fell face down and then he said, “In the morning the LORD 

will show (ע  ,”who belongs to him and who is holy” (Num. 16:5).  Not just “the Lord knows (ְוֹיַד�

but “the LORD will make known, he will show those who belong to him.”  Even though that 

sense isn’t found in the Greek, I wonder if Timothy would have thought of it.  Maybe the 

comfort wasn’t just found in the knowledge that God had concern for him, but that God goes to 

bat for his workers.  He may not incinerate or have the earth swallow those who stand against his 

called workers as he did for Moses in this case.  I doubt many of us would want that.  But in the 

same way that God made it known to everyone that he had chosen Moses to lead, that Moses 

belonged to him as his servant, there was the certain hope that God would make Timothy known 

to others as belonging to him.  He was already making it known through Paul’s words.  And we 

have the same hope that God not only knows us and is concerned for us, but that through our 

work and through God’s promise he would make it known that we belong to him. 

 

We need feel no guilt when we ask, “Do I have God’s approval?”  It is a question that other men 

of God have asked at rough points in their ministry.  It has happened when people have opposed 

them and questioned their leadership.  It has happened when they have questioned themselves. 

Even Paul felt loneliness in his leadership when people deserted him (2 Tim. 1:15; 4:10, 16).  

But Paul also had the answer to the question and comfort to share with Timothy and with us.  

Stick to the Word.  Feed God’s sheep with it, nothing more and nothing less.  When people 

swerve from the truth and turn others against you, know that God still knows you and will make 

you known. When others question your decisions and your ability to do God’s work, go back to 

God’s Word.  Just be faithful to God’s Word and in God’s eyes you are δόκιµος “approved.” 


