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To everyone still reading, still teaching, still showing up to the next 
page of Scripture on an ordinary weekday morning — this book is for 
you. Paul wrote these six letters to real people he loved, in the middle of 
real hardship, without any assurance that the story would end the way 

he hoped. He kept the faith anyway. May we. 

  



 

How to Use This Book 

This volume covers six of Paul's letters — 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 
and 2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon — read across five days in the 
one-year Bible reading plan that shapes this whole series. Titus and 
Philemon share a single reading day, since both are short, but they are 
different enough in shape and purpose that we have given them 
separate Parts here rather than folding one into the other. 

The book is organized into six Parts, one per letter, each opening with 
its own short introduction to that letter's background and argument. 
Within each Part, chapters follow the letter's own movement of 
thought rather than a fixed page count — some chapters cover a full 
block of chapters in the biblical text, others zero in on a single dense 
paragraph. Each chapter ends with four questions meant for personal 
reflection or group discussion. 

As in every volume of the series, we have included the full year-long 
Daily Bible Reading Plan as an appendix, with the five days covering 
these six letters shaded for easy reference. 
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Introduction 

Faithful to the End 

Of the thirteen letters that bear Paul's name, six are gathered here, and 
at first glance they might seem to have little in common beyond their 
author. Two were written early, to a young church in Macedonia still 
working out what to believe about Christ's return. Two were written 
late, to Paul's closest protégé, from a Roman prison cell with the 
executioner's sentence already all but pronounced. One was written 
to an entire island's worth of unruly, half-organized congregations. 
One was written to a single man, about a single runaway slave, and 
runs to only twenty-five verses. Read side by side, though, these six 
letters turn out to share a single, insistent concern: what it actually 
looks like to remain faithful — to a calling, to a congregation, to a 
friend, to the truth itself — when circumstances give a person every 
reason to let go. 

Paul likely wrote 1 and 2 Thessalonians within months of each other, 
in the early 50s, not long after planting the Thessalonian church on 
his second missionary journey and then being run out of town by a 
mob before he had finished the work he wanted to do there. The first 
letter comforts a young, persecuted congregation and clarifies what 
Christ's return will mean for believers who die before he comes. The 
second corrects a misunderstanding that had grown up around the 
first: some Thessalonians, convinced the day of the Lord had already 
begun, had quit their jobs and fallen into disorderly idleness. Paul's 
answer is characteristically practical — steady your hope, and get back 
to work. 
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First Timothy, Titus, and 2 Timothy come from the other end of 
Paul's ministry, likely written in the mid-to-late 60s, after a release 
from his first Roman imprisonment and before a second 
imprisonment that would end in his execution. Together with Titus 
they are often called the Pastoral Epistles, because in them Paul writes 
not to a church but to two men he had personally trained to lead 
churches — Timothy at Ephesus, Titus on Crete — instructing them 
in the unglamorous, essential work of church order: what a leader 
must be, how false teaching must be confronted, how the whole 
community must live in a way that "adorns" the gospel it proclaims. 
Second Timothy, written last of all Paul's letters, is his farewell — 
deeply personal, aware of imminent death, and yet remarkably free of 
despair. "I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have 
kept the faith" (2 Timothy 4:7). 

Philemon, written from an earlier Roman imprisonment around the 
same time as Colossians, is different in kind from the other five: not 
doctrinal instruction but a single, carefully diplomatic appeal on 
behalf of Onesimus, a runaway slave who had become a Christian 
under Paul's ministry and whom Paul was sending back to his 
Christian master. In its twenty-five verses we watch the gospel work 
itself out in one very specific, very costly relationship — which is, in 
miniature, exactly what the other five letters ask entire congregations 
to do. 

What ties all six letters together, then, is not a shared date or a shared 
genre but a shared demand: faithfulness under pressure. The 
Thessalonians had to stay faithful to hope while grieving and to steady 
work while persecuted. Timothy had to stay faithful to sound 
teaching while young, timid, and surrounded by more confident false 
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teachers. Titus had to stay faithful to the hard work of setting 
churches in order on an island with a reputation for laziness and 
dishonesty. Philemon had to stay faithful to the gospel's logic of 
forgiveness at real personal cost. And Paul himself, writing his last 
letter from a cell he would not leave alive, had to stay faithful all the 
way to the end — not because the ending looked good, but because 
the one who called him was trustworthy. 

We have organized this book into six Parts, one for each letter, in the 
order they appear in the reading plan: 1 Thessalonians, 2 
Thessalonians, 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon. Read 
together, they trace what faithfulness costs and what it produces — 
in a young church waiting for Christ's return, in two young pastors 
learning to lead, and in one slave-owner asked to receive back, as a 
brother, the very man who had wronged him. 
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Part One 

Steadfast in Hope 

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy had been in Thessalonica only a matter 
of weeks before persecution forced them out of the city in the middle 
of the night (Acts 17:1–10). What they left behind was a young, 
vulnerable congregation, largely made up of former pagans, still 
under pressure from the same hostility that had driven the 
missionaries away. First Thessalonians was written from Corinth not 
long afterward, once Timothy had returned from checking on the 
church and brought back good news: the Thessalonians were holding 
fast. The letter is Paul's response — part thanksgiving, part pastoral 
instruction, part clarification of what they could expect regarding 
Christ's return. 

This Part covers the five reading days of the letter in five chapters, 
following its own natural movement: Paul's thanksgiving for a church 
that had become a model of faith (1:1–10); his defense of the sincerity 
of his ministry among them (2:1–16); his anxious longing to see them 
again and his relief at Timothy's report (2:17–3:13); his practical 
instructions for holy living in a pagan city (4:1–12); and finally his 
teaching on the return of Christ, the coming day of the Lord, and the 
ordinary shape of church life while waiting (4:13–5:28). 

  



11 

CHAPTER ONE 

A Church Worth Thanking God For 

1 Thessalonians 1 

Paul opens this letter the way he opens several others, with 
thanksgiving — but the reason he gives for it is worth pausing over. 
He does not thank God because the Thessalonians were unusually 
gifted, or because their church had grown quickly, or because they 
had weathered persecution with any particular heroism of their own 
making. He thanks God because of "his choice of you" (1:4) — 
because, beneath the visible fruit of their "work of faith and labor of 
love and steadfastness of hope" (1:3), lay an invisible, prior reality: 
God had chosen them. 

This is one of the earliest places in the New Testament where the 
doctrine of election appears in writing, and it is worth noticing how 
early it shows up — not as a late theological refinement but as part of 
the gospel's foundation from the very beginning. The doctrine does 
uncomfortable work here. It removes any grounds for the 
Thessalonians to boast in their own faith, since even their believing 
was itself a gift. And it gives Paul a basis for confident thanksgiving 
that has nothing to do with how the church's story eventually turns 
out. Whatever happens to them under persecution, God's choice of 
them does not depend on their performance. 

That thanksgiving spills outward. The Thessalonians had, Paul says, 
"welcomed the message in the midst of severe suffering" and had 
themselves "become a model to all the believers in Macedonia and 
Achaia" (1:6–7). Their faith was not private; word of it "rang out" 
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everywhere (1:8). A church can be small, poor, persecuted, and barely 
a few weeks old, and still become, in God's hands, a pattern other 
believers look to. 

It is worth reading a letter like this one in a single sitting, the way its 
first hearers would have — not broken into fragments across many 
days but taken in whole, so that its argument can be felt as a single 
unit rather than a string of disconnected verses. 

For Reflection 

1. Paul roots his thanksgiving for the Thessalonians in God's choice 
of them rather than in their own effort. How does that change the 
way we might thank God for the people in our own lives? 

2. What difference does it make to know that the "work of faith and 
labor of love and steadfastness of hope" in verse 3 flow from 
election rather than produce it? 

3. The Thessalonians' faith "rang out" beyond their own city. What 
would it look like for our own faith to become known in that way 
— not through self-promotion, but simply through the plain fact 
of steadfastness under pressure? 

4. Why might it matter that a book like this one is best read in a single 
sitting rather than in scattered fragments? 

  



13 

CHAPTER TWO 

A Ministry Without Pretense 

1 Thessalonians 2 

Paul spends the whole of chapter 2 defending the integrity of his 
ministry among the Thessalonians — not out of wounded pride, but 
because his opponents had apparently begun suggesting that he was 
just another traveling philosopher looking for money, flattery, or a 
following. His answer is a careful, almost point-by-point rebuttal: 
"our appeal does not spring from error or impurity or any attempt to 
deceive" (2:3); "we speak as those approved by God... not to please 
people but God" (2:4); "we never used flattery, nor did we put on a 
mask to cover up greed" (2:5); we did not seek "praise from people" 
even though as apostles "we could have asserted our authority" (2:6). 

What makes this defense compelling is not simply Paul's protest of 
innocence but the evidence he offers alongside it: he had "worked 
night and day in order not to be a burden" to them (2:9), had been 
"gentle... like a nursing mother caring for her children" (2:7), and had 
dealt with each of them individually "as a father deals with his own 
children" (2:11). The gospel had come to them, he insists, "not simply 
with words but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and deep 
conviction" (1:5) — a claim of divine backing that made rejecting 
Paul's message equivalent to rejecting God himself, since "anyone 
who rejects this instruction does not reject a human being but God" 
(4:8). 

This matters for two reasons. First, it shows that gospel ministry has 
always attracted suspicion, and that answering that suspicion with a 
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transparent, sacrificial life is as old as the apostle Paul. Second, it 
shows that the authority behind sound teaching does not rest on 
personality or charisma but on whether the message actually is what 
God gave. That is why, at the letter's end, Paul can instruct the 
Thessalonians, "Do not quench the Spirit. Do not treat prophecies 
with contempt but test them all; hold on to what is good" (5:19–21) 
— testing is not disrespect for authority; it is how a congregation 
confirms that what it is hearing truly came from God. 

For Reflection 

1. What evidence does Paul offer for the sincerity of his ministry, 
beyond simply asserting it? Why might evidence matter more 
than protest? 

2. How does the image of a nursing mother and a father in verses 7 
and 11 shape our expectations of what pastoral care should look 
like? 

3. Paul says rejecting apostolic instruction is equivalent to rejecting 
God. How do we discern, today, which instruction carries that 
kind of authority and which does not? 

4. What would it look like, practically, to "test" teaching the way Paul 
instructs at the end of the letter — without falling into either 
gullibility or corrosive suspicion? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Longing to See Them Again 

1 Thessalonians 2:17–3:13 

Having been driven out of Thessalonica before his work there felt 
finished, Paul describes himself as being "torn away" from the church 
— "in person, not in thought" (2:17) — and repeatedly tried and 
failed to return, blocked, he says, by Satan himself (2:18). Unable to 
go himself, he sent Timothy from Athens, at real cost, "to strengthen 
and encourage you in your faith, so that no one would be unsettled 
by these trials" (3:2–3). The anxiety in these verses is not abstract 
pastoral concern; it is personal grief, tempered only by the hope that 
his labor might not have been "useless" (3:5). 

Timothy's return with good news changes the entire tone of the letter. 
Paul writes that Timothy brought "good news about your faith and 
love," and that this news was itself a source of comfort "in all our 
distress and persecution" (3:6–7). The line that follows is striking in 
its intensity: "For now we really live, since you are standing firm in the 
Lord" (3:8). Paul's own sense of being alive is bound up with their 
perseverance. 

This section closes with prayer — not instruction but simply asking 
God to "clear the way for us to come to you" and to "make your love 
increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else" (3:11–12), 
so that their hearts might be established "blameless and holy" at 
Christ's coming (3:13). It is a reminder that even the most doctrinally 
rich letters in the New Testament are, underneath, personal 
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correspondence between people who loved each other and were 
afraid, at times, of losing each other. 

For Reflection 

1. Paul says he was "torn away" from the Thessalonians "in person, 
not in thought." What does that distinction suggest about how 
we might carry people we cannot currently be near? 

2. Why might Timothy's simple report of the Thessalonians' 
perseverance mean so much to Paul that he says "now we really 
live"? 

3. Paul's prayer here is not for information or doctrine but for love to 
"increase and overflow." How often do our own prayers for others 
include that specific request? 

4. What relationships in your own life carry this same mixture of deep 
affection and real anxiety about distance or separation? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Living to Please God 

1 Thessalonians 4:1–12 

Chapter 4 opens with practical instruction, and Paul frames it not as 
new information but as reinforcement of what the Thessalonians 
already knew: "you should live in order to please God... just as you are 
doing" (4:1). The specific instructions that follow — sexual purity 
(4:3–8), brotherly love (4:9–10), and quiet, self-sufficient work 
(4:11–12) — address exactly the pressures a small, pagan-surrounded 
congregation would face: the sexual permissiveness of Greco-Roman 
culture, the temptation to withdraw into ethnic or economic self-
interest, and (already, even this early) a tendency toward idleness that 
2 Thessalonians will later have to address more sharply. 

What grounds all three instructions is not merely social respectability 
but theology. Sexual purity matters because "God did not call us to be 
impure, but to live a holy life" (4:7) and because the Lord himself will 
judge sexual sin (4:6). Brotherly love matters because the 
Thessalonians have already been "taught by God to love each other" 
(4:9) — love as a divine curriculum, not merely a human virtue. And 
quiet, self-supporting work matters because it lets believers "win the 
respect of outsiders" and depend on no one (4:12) — a public witness 
carried in something as unglamorous as showing up for work. 

For Reflection 

1. Paul frames these instructions as reinforcement of a life the 
Thessalonians were "already doing." How does that framing 
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change the tone of moral instruction, compared to a list of new 
rules? 

2. In what ways does our culture's pressure toward sexual 
permissiveness resemble the Greco-Roman pressures the 
Thessalonians faced? 

3. What does it mean that the Thessalonians were "taught by God" to 
love one another? How have you experienced love as something 
God teaches rather than something we simply decide to do? 

4. Why might quiet, ordinary work — showing up, earning a living, 
depending on no one — function as a form of gospel witness to 
outsiders? 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Blessed Hope and a Watchful Life 

1 Thessalonians 4:13–5:28 

The heart of this letter's teaching on the future comes in 4:13–18, 
where Paul addresses a specific grief among the Thessalonians: 
believers who had died before Christ's return, and the fear that they 
might somehow miss out on it. Paul's answer is direct — "we believe 
that Jesus died and rose again, and so we believe that God will bring 
with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him" (4:14) — and detailed: 
"we who are still alive... will certainly not precede those who have 
fallen asleep" (4:15); rather, the dead in Christ will rise first, and only 
then will the living be caught up together with them (4:16–17). The 
purpose of all this detail is explicitly comfort: "encourage one another 
with these words" (4:18). 

Chapter 5 turns from the fact of Christ's return to its timing, and the 
image Paul reaches for — "the day of the Lord will come like a thief 
in the night" (5:2) — becomes the basis for practical exhortation 
rather than speculation. Because believers are "children of the light," 
not of darkness, they are not to be caught off guard (5:4–5); instead 
they are to "be alert and self-controlled" (5:6), putting on "faith and 
love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet" (5:8). The 
letter's closing instructions — respect for leaders, patience with the 
weak, refusal to repay wrong for wrong, constant prayer and joy, 
testing all things — read almost like a rapid inventory of ordinary 
church life, grounded finally in the prayer that "the God of peace" 
would sanctify the Thessalonians "through and through" and keep 
them blameless until Christ comes (5:23). 
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For Reflection 

1. What specific fear was Paul addressing in 4:13–18, and how does 
his answer address that fear directly rather than simply asserting 
doctrine? 

2. Why does Paul use comfort, rather than mere information, as his 
stated purpose for this teaching (4:18)? 

3. The image of the day of the Lord as a "thief in the night" is meant 
to produce alertness, not fear. What is the difference, practically, 
between living alert and living afraid? 

4. Of the rapid-fire instructions in 5:12–22, which one do you find 
hardest to actually practice, and why? 
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Part Two 

Correcting a Misunderstanding 

Not long after 1 Thessalonians reached its recipients, word came back 
to Paul — likely through the same messenger, or a similar one — that 
some in the church had drawn a troubling conclusion from what he 
had written: that the day of the Lord had already begun. Whether 
from a forged letter claiming Paul's authority, a misunderstood 
prophecy, or simple confusion, the effect was the same: some 
believers had grown "unsettled" and even quit working, apparently 
convinced that ordinary life no longer mattered if the end had already 
arrived (2:2; 3:11). Second Thessalonians, written soon afterward 
from the same city of Corinth, corrects that error directly, while also 
commending the church's continued perseverance under 
persecution. 

This Part covers the letter's three reading-plan chapters in four 
sections, following its own outline: commendation for perseverance 
(1:1–12); correction of the error about the day of the Lord, including 
new revelation about "the man of lawlessness" (2:1–12); renewed 
thanksgiving and prayer (2:13–17); and closing exhortations about 
work, waiting, and church discipline (3:1–18). 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Perseverance Under Persecution 

2 Thessalonians 1 

Paul opens the letter praising the Thessalonians' "perseverance and 
faith in all the persecutions and trials" they were enduring (1:4) — the 
same persecution, evidently, that had never fully let up since the 
church's founding. What follows is a section of Scripture that modern 
readers sometimes find difficult: God's justice will one day "pay back 
trouble to those who trouble you," and those who "do not know God 
and do not obey the gospel" will face "everlasting destruction" when 
Christ is revealed "in blazing fire with his powerful angels" (1:6–9). 

It is worth sitting with why Paul includes this. He is not indulging 
vindictiveness; he is comforting a suffering church with the assurance 
that God's justice is not indifferent to what they are enduring. The 
pattern of longing for God's justice against persistent evil runs 
throughout Scripture — David prayed this way, Jesus spoke this way 
of final judgment, and Paul does the same here — and it coexists, 
without contradiction, with the humbling reminder that believers 
themselves were once numbered among those under judgment, 
spared only "by God's elective grace" (cf. Ephesians 2:1–5). The 
chapter closes in prayer: that God would count the Thessalonians 
"worthy of his calling" and fulfill "every good purpose" and "act 
prompted by faith," so that Christ would be glorified in them (1:11–
12). 

For Reflection 
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1. Why might Paul's teaching on God's justice against persecutors 
function as comfort rather than merely a difficult doctrine to 
accept? 

2. How do we hold together the reality of God's coming judgment 
with the reminder that we ourselves were once under that same 
judgment, saved only by grace? 

3. What does it mean, practically, for Christ to be "glorified" in an 
ordinary believer's life (1:12)? 

4. Where in your own life or community do you find yourself longing 
for God's justice to be made visible? 

  



24 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

Correcting a Misunderstanding — The Man of 
Lawlessness 

2 Thessalonians 2:1–12 

Paul's correction is precise. Whatever had unsettled the Thessalonians 
— "a prophecy, a report or a letter supposedly from us" (2:2) — had 
led them to believe the day of the Lord had already come. Paul's 
answer draws a firm distinction between two events: "our being 
gathered to him" — the rapture Paul had described in his first letter 
— and "the day of the Lord" itself, which cannot begin until certain 
other things happen first (2:1–3). 

Chief among those things is the appearing of "the man of lawlessness," 
who will not be revealed until "the one who now holds it back" is 
taken out of the way (2:6–7). Most interpreters, ancient and modern, 
understand this restrainer to be the Holy Spirit's restraining ministry 
carried out through the church — the church functioning, in Jesus's 
own images, as salt that halts corruption and light that dispels 
darkness (Matthew 5:13–16). Lawlessness, Paul says, "is already at 
work" in a hidden, mysterious form (2:7), held back for now, but 
destined one day to burst into full, terrible visibility in a single figure 
whose coming will be marked by counterfeit "signs and wonders" 
(2:9). Yet the passage does not end in dread: Christ himself will 
destroy this figure "with the breath of his mouth" at his own 
appearing (2:8). 

For Reflection 
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1. What distinction does Paul draw between "our being gathered to 
him" and "the day of the Lord," and why does that distinction 
matter for correcting the Thessalonians' confusion? 

2. If the church's presence in the world functions as a restraint on 
lawlessness, as salt and light, what does that suggest about the 
importance of the church's ordinary, unglamorous presence in a 
community? 

3. Paul says lawlessness is already "at work" even now, in hidden form. 
Where do you see evidence of this in the world around you? 

4. How does the promise that Christ will destroy the lawless one "with 
the breath of his mouth" change how we should regard evil's 
apparent power today? 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Chosen for Salvation, Established in Every Good 
Work 

2 Thessalonians 2:13–17 

Having corrected the error, Paul returns immediately to thanksgiving 
— a pattern that shows correction and love are not opposites in his 
ministry. "God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation," he 
writes, "through sanctification by the Spirit and faith in the truth" 
(2:13). Two means accomplish what was predestined: the inward 
work of the Spirit that brings new birth, and personal faith in the 
truth of the gospel — and both find their goal in believers one day 
sharing "the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ" (2:14), when mortal 
bodies take on the immortality Christ himself now possesses. 

Paul's prayer that follows asks God to "comfort and strengthen" the 
Thessalonians "in every good deed and word" (2:17), grounding that 
request in what God has already done: given them "eternal 
encouragement and good hope" by grace (2:16). The logic runs in the 
right direction — comfort and strength for the future flow from grace 
already received, not the reverse. 

For Reflection 

1. Why might it matter that Paul returns to thanksgiving and prayer 
immediately after a section of firm correction? 

2. Paul names two means by which God's choice becomes reality in a 
person's life: sanctification by the Spirit and faith in the truth. 
How do these two work together rather than compete? 
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3. What is the difference between hoping for comfort because we 
deserve it and hoping for comfort because of grace already given? 

4. What "good deed or word" might God be strengthening you 
toward right now? 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Working, Waiting, and Church Discipline 

2 Thessalonians 3 

The letter's final chapter addresses directly the problem that had 
apparently prompted much of it: believers who, whether from 
misplaced eschatological excitement or simple laziness, had stopped 
working and had begun living off the generosity of others. Paul is 
unambiguous: "the one who is unwilling to work shall not eat" (3:10), 
and he grounds the instruction in his own example — "we worked 
night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden 
to any of you" (3:8), even though as apostles he and his companions 
had every right to expect support (3:9; cf. Luke 10:7). 

What follows is a clear, if uncomfortable, instruction in church 
discipline. Believers who refuse correction are to be marked out and 
avoided — not as enemies, but as erring brothers to be shamed into 
repentance through the withdrawal of easy fellowship (3:14–15). 
This is not casual gossip or informal shunning; it is a considered, 
loving response to persistent, named sin, consistent with what Paul 
instructs the Corinthian church regarding open immorality (1 
Corinthians 5:11) and with Jesus's own teaching on confronting an 
unrepentant brother (Matthew 18:15–17). The letter's closing 
benediction asks that "the Lord of peace himself" would give the 
Thessalonians peace "at all times and in every way" (3:16) — a fitting 
close to a letter written, in the end, to steady a church that had been 
shaken. 

For Reflection 
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1. Why might genuine excitement about Christ's return have led some 
believers into idleness, and what does that suggest about how even 
good hopes can be misapplied? 

2. Paul grounds his instruction about work in his own example of 
laboring "night and day." How does personal example carry more 
weight than a bare command? 

3. What is the purpose of the church discipline Paul describes in 3:14–
15 — punishment, or restoration? How can we tell the difference 
in practice? 

4. Where might your own community need to recover Paul's balance 
of firm correction and continued love toward someone who has 
drifted? 
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Part Three 

A Church Worth Building Well 

By the time Paul wrote 1 Timothy, likely in the mid-60s after a release 
from his first Roman imprisonment, Timothy had been left behind 
in Ephesus — a large, established congregation Paul himself had once 
led for nearly three years — to deal with false teaching that had crept 
in among people who "wanted to be teachers of the law" but "did not 
know what they were talking about" (1:7). The letter instructs 
Timothy in exactly what its own central passage describes as the 
church's purpose: to be "the pillar and foundation of the truth" 
(3:15), upholding and displaying the "mystery of godliness" that is 
Christ himself (3:16). 

This Part covers the letter's single reading day in six chapters, 
following its natural movement: Timothy's charge against false 
teachers, framed by Paul's own testimony of grace (1:1–20); worship 
and the qualifications for elders and deacons (2:1–3:13); the church 
as the pillar of truth, set against a coming apostasy (3:14–4:5); a 
minister's personal discipline (4:6–16); care for widows and honor for 
elders (5:1–25); and a closing section on contentment, false teaching, 
and the call to "fight the good fight of faith" (6:1–21). 
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CHAPTER TEN 

Guarding Sound Doctrine 

1 Timothy 1 

Paul's charge to Timothy is urgent from the letter's first lines: 
"command certain people not to teach false doctrines any longer or to 
devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies" (1:3–4). These 
false teachers, evidently drawn largely from "those of the 
circumcision" (cf. Titus 1:10), wanted "to be teachers of the law" 
while understanding neither the law nor what they were "so 
confidently" affirming (1:7). Paul's answer is not to dismiss the law 
but to clarify its proper use: "the law is good if one uses it properly," 
recognizing that it "is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers 
and rebels" (1:8–9) — a tool for restraining sin, never a means of 
earning righteousness. 

Against these confident but empty teachers, Paul sets his own 
testimony: "I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent 
man" who nonetheless "was shown mercy" because his opposition to 
Christ, however violent, had been done in ignorant unbelief rather 
than deliberate rebellion against known truth (1:13). "The grace of 
our Lord was poured out on me abundantly" (1:14) — not because 
Paul deserved it, but because God delights to save even "the worst of 
sinners" as a public pattern of "his immense patience" for everyone 
who would later believe (1:15–16). The chapter closes with Paul 
entrusting Timothy with this charge specifically so that he might 
"fight the battle well, holding on to faith and a good conscience" — a 
phrase that anticipates the letter's climactic call, later, to fight the 
good fight (1:18–19). 
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For Reflection 

1. What was wrong, specifically, with how the false teachers in 
Ephesus were using the law? What would a "proper" use of the 
law look like by contrast? 

2. Paul says he received mercy because he acted "in ignorance and 
unbelief" rather than deliberate rebellion. What comfort, and 
what caution, does that distinction offer us? 

3. Why does Paul hold himself up as "the worst of sinners" saved as a 
pattern for others, rather than simply as an isolated exception? 

4. What does it mean to fight for "a good conscience" as much as for 
correct belief (1:19)? 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Order in Worship and Leadership 

1 Timothy 2–3 

Paul turns from doctrine to practice, beginning with a call to pray "for 
kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet 
lives in all godliness and holiness" (2:1–2) — prayer offered not from 
political allegiance but because God "wants all people to be saved" 
(2:4), and ordinary civic peace gives the gospel room to spread. 
Instructions for worship follow: men are to pray "without anger or 
disputing" (2:8), and women are called to a modesty of dress and 
demeanor that finds its true adornment not in "braided hair or gold 
or pearls or expensive clothes" but in "good deeds, appropriate for 
women who profess to worship God" (2:9–10) — an instruction easy 
to dismiss as culturally dated, but one that asks a question worth 
taking seriously in any era: where do we actually locate our sense of 
being noticed and valued? 

The qualifications Paul lists for overseers and deacons (3:1–13) are 
strikingly ordinary — not spiritual giftedness or charisma, but 
observable, everyday character: "above reproach," "faithful to his 
wife," "temperate, self-controlled, respectable," managing "his own 
family well" (3:2–4). Leadership in the church, on this account, is 
earned less through eloquence than through a track record of 
unremarkable faithfulness in the most visible, least escapable arena of 
all: one's own household. 

For Reflection 



34 

1. Why does Paul ground the instruction to pray for civic authorities 
in God's desire that "all people be saved," rather than in political 
loyalty? 

2. What might be the modern equivalent of the specific items Paul 
names in 2:9 — the things people today reach for to be noticed or 
admired? 

3. Why do you think Paul roots the qualifications for elders and 
deacons so heavily in ordinary household management rather 
than in spiritual gifting or public speaking ability? 

4. Which of the qualifications in 3:1–13 do you find easiest to admire 
in others but hardest to cultivate in yourself? 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

The Church, Pillar and Support of the Truth 

1 Timothy 3:14–4:5 

At the center of this letter sits one of its most theologically dense 
statements: the church is "God's household... the pillar and 
foundation of the truth" (3:15). A pillar does not create what it holds 
up; it displays and supports something that already exists apart from 
it. In the same way, the church does not invent the gospel — it 
upholds and puts on public display the "mystery of godliness," which 
Paul unpacks in what many scholars believe is an early Christian 
hymn tracing Christ's humiliation, vindication, and glorification: "he 
appeared in the flesh, was vindicated by the Spirit... was preached 
among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in 
glory" (3:16). 

Against this high calling, Paul immediately warns of a coming 
apostasy: "the Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon 
the faith and follow deceiving spirits," forbidding marriage and 
certain foods as though the created world itself were somehow 
unclean (4:1–3) — when in fact "everything God created is good, and 
nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving" (4:4). The 
church's calling to support and display truth, then, is never 
automatic; it must be actively defended against teaching that quietly 
denies the goodness of God's own creation. 

For Reflection 
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1. What does the image of a pillar suggest about the church's 
relationship to the truth it proclaims — does the church create 
truth, or display it? 

2. Read slowly through the hymn in 3:16. Which line strikes you 
most, and why? 

3. What false asceticism — treating some part of God's good creation 
as inherently unclean or dangerous — do you see, subtly or 
openly, in Christian culture today? 

4. How can a church actively "support" truth in its daily life, beyond 
simply believing the right doctrines privately? 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

A Good Minister's Personal Discipline 

1 Timothy 4:6–16 

Timothy, evidently young and perhaps easily overlooked because of 
it, receives some of the letter's most personal instruction here: "don't 
let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an 
example for the believers in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith and 
in purity" (4:12). The instruction that precedes it is telling — 
Timothy is to devote himself "to the public reading of Scripture, to 
preaching and to teaching" (4:13), and to "not neglect your gift" but 
rather "be diligent in these matters" so that "everyone may see your 
progress" (4:14–15). 

Two things stand out. First, spiritual gifts are real and given, but they 
still require diligent use to remain effective — like any unused ability, 
they diminish through neglect and grow through disciplined exercise. 
Second, Paul links Timothy's public credibility directly to his private 
watchfulness: "watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in 
them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers" 
(4:16). A minister's example is not an addition to sound teaching; it is 
part of what makes the teaching believable. 

For Reflection 

1. What does it mean, practically, for someone to "not neglect" a 
spiritual gift rather than simply possessing it? 

2. Paul tells Timothy to let his progress be visible to others (4:15). 
What is the difference between that kind of visible growth and 
self-promotion? 



38 

3. Why might watching "your life and doctrine closely" be inseparable 
from each other, rather than two separate tasks? 

4. Who in your life has taught you something true partly because their 
own life made the teaching credible? 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Caring for Widows, Honoring Elders 

1 Timothy 5 

Paul's instructions on interpersonal relationships (5:1–2) — treating 
older men as fathers, younger men as brothers, older women as 
mothers, younger women as sisters "with absolute purity" — set the 
tone for the detailed instructions on widows that follow. The church 
is to honor "widows who are really in need" (5:3), but Paul draws a 
careful line: families bear the first responsibility to "repay their parents 
and grandparents," since this is "pleasing to God" (5:4), while the 
church's formal support is reserved for widows who are genuinely 
without family and who have shown a track record of good works 
(5:9–10). 

The instruction concerning elders in 5:17–20 deserves careful reading 
in its own context. "Elders who direct the affairs of the church well 
are worthy of double honor" — a passage sometimes stretched to 
justify inflated pastoral compensation, but which sits within a section 
(5:1–16) largely concerned with older men and women in general, not 
church officers specifically; the qualifications for the actual office of 
overseer were already given in chapter 3. Read in context, the 
instruction is less about salary than about the respect and material 
support a congregation owes to those, whether formal officers or 
simply respected older members, who "labor in preaching and 
teaching" faithfully among them. 

For Reflection 
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1. Why does Paul place the primary responsibility for widows' care on 
their own families before the church? 

2. What criteria does Paul give for a widow to be formally supported 
by the church (5:9–10), and what do those criteria suggest about 
the church's priorities? 

3. How might reading 5:17–20 in its actual context (older men and 
women in general, not simply paid clergy) change how we apply 
this passage today? 

4. Who among the "elders" — whether formal leaders or simply older, 
faithful believers — in your own community deserves more 
honor than they currently receive? 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Contentment, False Teaching, and the Good Fight 

1 Timothy 6 

The letter's final chapter returns to false teachers, describing them 
sharply: conceited, understanding nothing, having "an unhealthy 
interest in controversies and quarrels about words" that produce 
"envy, strife, malicious talk" and the corrupt notion "that godliness is 
a means to financial gain" (6:4–5). Paul's answer is one of the most 
quoted lines in all his letters: "godliness with contentment is great 
gain," since "we brought nothing into the world, and we can take 
nothing out of it" (6:6–7). Contentment, food, and clothing — not 
wealth — are the actual measure of a well-lived Christian life (6:8). 

It is against this backdrop that Paul gives Timothy his final, climactic 
charge: "Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life 
to which you were called when you made your good confession in the 
presence of many witnesses" (6:12). This is not merely a call to 
intellectual assent but to sustained, active perseverance — the same 
fight Paul will later say, in his very last letter, that he has finished (2 
Timothy 4:7). One pastor has observed that faith, left unfought-for, 
tends to grow cold rather than simply staying neutral; a gift not stirred 
up diminishes the way any unused ability does. The fight is not 
against joy but for it — a struggle to actually believe, moment by 
moment, that God's grace is sufficient, rather than settling into a 
joyless, going-through-the-motions faith that no longer expects 
anything from God. It is a good fight, ultimately, because we do not 
fight it alone, because it is a fight to lay down our burdens rather than 
carry new ones, and because, however it goes, God is glorified in it. 
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The letter closes with a final warning to the wealthy not to put their 
hope "in wealth, which is so uncertain," but in God, "who richly 
provides us with everything for our enjoyment" (6:17) — closing, 
fittingly, the same theme with which the chapter began. 

For Reflection 

1. What is the actual danger Paul identifies in the phrase "godliness is 
a means to financial gain" — is it wealth itself, or something else? 

2. What does "godliness with contentment" look like in a culture that 
constantly measures worth by income and possessions? 

3. Paul's charge to "fight the good fight of the faith" comes at the 
climax of a letter about false teaching and church order. Why 
might faith need to be fought for rather than simply maintained? 

4. In what specific area of your life right now is your own faith most 
in need of being "fought for" rather than passively assumed? 
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Part Four 

I Have Kept the Faith 

Second Timothy is Paul's last letter. Writing from a Roman prison 
very different from the relatively comfortable house arrest of his 
earlier imprisonment — this time chained "like a criminal" (2:9), 
largely abandoned by former companions, awaiting a trial he expects 
to end in execution — Paul writes not primarily to instruct Timothy 
in doctrine but to urge him, one final time, to remain faithful to his 
calling in a church increasingly marked by fear, apostasy, and 
comfortable half-measures. It is, as more than one commentator has 
noted, Paul's swan song, standing alongside the last words of Moses, 
Joshua, David, and Jesus himself. 

This Part covers the letter's single reading day in five chapters: Paul's 
charge to fan the gift of God into flame (1:1–18); the call to endure 
hardship as a good soldier, athlete, and farmer (2:1–13); the call to be 
a workman correctly handling the truth (2:14–26); the characteristics 
of the last days and the sufficiency of Scripture (3:1–17); and Paul's 
final charge and farewell (4:1–22). 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Fan into Flame the Gift of God 

2 Timothy 1 

Paul's opening charge is both tender and urgent: "I remind you to fan 
into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of 
my hands. For the Spirit God gave us does not make us timid, but 
gives us power, love and self-discipline" (1:6–7). Spiritual gifts, like a 
fire, require ongoing attention; left unattended, they diminish — not 
because God's gift was insufficient, but because gifts are given to be 
actively used, not simply possessed. 

The stakes are high because circumstances are hard. It was becoming 
dangerous even to associate with Paul; those who had once visited 
him freely now stayed away out of fear, and Paul names one man, 
Onesiphorus, who searched him out anyway, "unashamed of my 
chains" (1:16). Against this backdrop of fear and abandonment, Paul 
urges Timothy: "do not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or 
ashamed of me his prisoner. Rather, join with me in suffering for the 
gospel" (1:8). The confidence that makes such courage possible is not 
naive optimism about outcomes but personal trust in God's 
character: "I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he 
is able to guard what I have entrusted to him until that day" (1:12) — 
not merely the gospel message in the abstract, but Paul's own life, 
soul, and life's work, entrusted entirely into God's keeping. 

For Reflection 

1. What does it mean, practically, to "fan into flame" a gift rather than 
simply assume it will remain strong on its own? 
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2. Paul names Onesiphorus specifically for visiting him without 
shame when others stayed away. Who has shown you that kind of 
costly loyalty? 

3. What is the difference between confidence that circumstances will 
turn out well and confidence that God is trustworthy regardless 
of how they turn out? 

4. What have you entrusted to God that you find hardest to actually 
release into his keeping? 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

A Good Soldier, Athlete, and Farmer 

2 Timothy 2:1–13 

Paul reaches for three images of disciplined endurance: "No one 
serving as a soldier gets entangled in civilian affairs" (2:4); "if anyone 
competes as an athlete, they do not receive the victor's crown except 
by competing according to the rules" (2:5); "the hardworking farmer 
should be the first to receive a share of the crops" (2:6). Each image 
describes a different dimension of the same discipline — undivided 
focus, principled effort, and patient labor that precedes any harvest. 

The soldier's image especially echoes instruction Paul gives elsewhere: 
not to set one's mind on earthly things, since "our citizenship is in 
heaven" (Philippians 3:20), and not to store up treasures where moths 
and thieves can reach them (Matthew 6:19–21). The call to endure 
"hardship... as a good soldier of Christ Jesus" (2:3) is not a call to grim 
stoicism but to a specific kind of freedom — freedom from 
entanglement in the competing demands of ordinary life that would 
otherwise distract a person from the mission they were called to. 

For Reflection 

1. What "civilian affairs" tend to entangle you and distract you from 
your calling, whatever that calling is? 

2. Why does Paul specify that the athlete must compete "according to 
the rules" to receive the crown — what does that guard against? 

3. What does the image of the farmer, who works long before any 
harvest appears, suggest about patience in ministry or in ordinary 
faithfulness? 
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4. Which of these three images — soldier, athlete, or farmer — best 
describes a season you are in right now? 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

A Workman Approved by God 

2 Timothy 2:14–26 

Paul instructs Timothy to "do your best to present yourself to God as 
one approved, a worker who does not need to be ashamed and who 
correctly handles the word of truth" (2:15) — a phrase that has 
entered common Christian vocabulary precisely because it captures 
something essential: careful, honest handling of Scripture is itself a 
form of faithfulness, distinct from but inseparable from moral 
integrity. Paul warns against "godless chatter" that "will spread like 
gangrene," naming Hymenaeus and Philetus specifically as men who 
had wandered from the truth by claiming the resurrection had already 
occurred, "and they destroy the faith of some" (2:17–18). 

Against this danger, Paul offers the image of "a large house" 
containing vessels "of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay" 
(2:20), and urges Timothy: "those who cleanse themselves... will be 
instruments for special purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and 
prepared to do any good work" (2:21). Usefulness to God, on this 
account, is not primarily about talent or position but about the 
ongoing, deliberate work of cleansing oneself from what is 
dishonorable — a call Paul makes concrete by urging Timothy to "flee 
the evil desires of youth and pursue righteousness, faith, love and 
peace" (2:22), and to correct opponents "gently," in the hope that 
"God will grant them repentance" (2:24–25). 

For Reflection 
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1. What does it mean to "correctly handle the word of truth" — what 
is being contrasted against careless or dishonest handling? 

2. Why might false teaching be compared to gangrene — spreading 
quietly and destructively rather than announcing itself? 

3. What would it look like, practically, for you to "cleanse" yourself in 
order to become a vessel prepared for a particular good work? 

4. Paul urges Timothy to correct opponents gently, "in the hope that 
God will grant them repentance." How does that hope change the 
tone of confrontation? 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

The Last Days and the Sufficiency of Scripture 

2 Timothy 3 

Paul's description of "terrible times in the last days" (3:1) reads less like 
distant prophecy and more like a mirror: people "lovers of themselves, 
lovers of money, boastful, proud... without self-control... lovers of 
pleasure rather than lovers of God" (3:2–4) — and, most tellingly, 
"having a form of godliness but denying its power" (3:5). Religious 
appearance without transformed character is, on Paul's account, 
precisely what marks the last days, not merely open unbelief. 

Against this drift, Paul points Timothy back to something reliable: 
"continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, 
because you know those from whom you learned it" (3:14) — 
pointing not merely to abstract truth but to the credibility of the 
people (his own mother and grandmother, and Paul himself) who had 
passed the faith on to him. And he grounds everything in the 
sufficiency of Scripture itself: "All Scripture is God-breathed and is 
useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in 
righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly 
equipped for every good work" (3:16–17). Four functions, one source 
— Scripture does not merely inform; it actively equips. 

For Reflection 

1. Which characteristic in Paul's list of "last days" behavior (3:2–5) do 
you find most present, even quietly, in yourself? 
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2. What does it mean to have "a form of godliness" while "denying its 
power"? How would we recognize that in ourselves rather than 
only in others? 

3. Paul points Timothy back to the credibility of those who taught 
him the faith. Who has played that role for you, and how does 
their character give weight to what they taught? 

4. Of the four functions of Scripture in 3:16 — teaching, rebuking, 
correcting, training — which do you find yourself most resistant 
to when you read? 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

I Have Fought the Good Fight 

2 Timothy 4 

Paul's final charge to Timothy is solemn: "Preach the word; be 
prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage" 
(4:2), because "the time will come when people will not put up with 
sound doctrine" but will gather teachers "to say what their itching ears 
want to hear" (4:3). Faithfulness to the task will not always be 
popular; it must be pursued regardless. 

Then Paul turns to himself. "I am already being poured out like a 
drink offering, and the time for my departure is near. I have fought 
the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith" (4:6–7) 
— the same fight Timothy was charged to fight in 1 Timothy 6:12, 
now completed. What follows is remarkably ordinary and human for 
a man facing execution: requests for his cloak and his scrolls left 
behind in Troas (4:13), an honest note that "everyone deserted me" at 
his first defense (4:16), and yet — set right alongside that honesty — 
the confident declaration that "the Lord stood at my side and gave me 
strength" and "will rescue me from every evil attack and will bring me 
safely to his heavenly kingdom" (4:17–18). Paul's confidence was 
never that his circumstances would improve. It was that the one who 
called him would keep him faithful to the very end, whatever the 
ending looked like. 

For Reflection 

1. Why does Paul instruct Timothy to preach the word "in season and 
out of season," rather than only when it is well received? 
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2. What do you make of the very ordinary, practical requests (a cloak, 
some scrolls) sitting right alongside Paul's confident farewell? 
What does that combination suggest about how faith actually 
operates in daily life? 

3. Paul is honest that "everyone deserted" him, and yet still confident 
that "the Lord stood at my side." How do those two realities 
coexist without canceling each other out? 

4. What would it mean for you to be able to say, at the end of your 
own life, "I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I 
have kept the faith"? 
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Part Five 

Set the Church in Order 

Paul left Titus behind on Crete "to put in order what was left 
unfinished" and to "appoint elders in every town" (1:5) — a 
considerable task, given that the churches on the island were still 
largely unorganized, and given the Cretans' own well-known 
reputation, which even one of their own poets had voiced, for being 
"liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons" (1:12). Rather than avoiding this 
difficult mission field, Paul seems almost to have chosen it 
deliberately, as if to demonstrate that the gospel's transforming power 
is displayed most clearly in the most unpromising soil. 

This Part covers the letter's single reading day (shared with Philemon) 
in three chapters: appointing elders and silencing false teachers (1:5–
16); sound doctrine and godly living across every group in the church 
(2:1–15); and salvation by grace producing devotion to good works 
(3:1–15). 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

Appointing Elders, Silencing False Teachers 

Titus 1 

The qualifications Paul lists for elders (1:6–9) closely mirror those 
given to Timothy for overseers, again emphasizing ordinary 
household faithfulness — "faithful children" who are "not open to the 
charge of being wild and disobedient" (1:6) — over charisma or status. 
An elder, by the plain meaning of the word, is one who sees clearly: 
clearly what God's truth is, clearly what condition the people under 
his care are actually in, and clearly how to apply that truth through 
teaching, encouragement, and correction (1:9). 

The urgency of appointing such leaders becomes clear in what 
follows: "many rebellious people, mere talkers and deceivers," 
particularly "those of the circumcision group," were "ruining whole 
households by teaching things they ought not to teach — and that for 
the sake of dishonest gain" (1:10–11). Paul's instruction is blunt — 
"rebuke them sharply, so that they will be sound in the faith" (1:13) 
— a sharpness that can feel uncomfortable to modern sensibilities 
more attuned to gentleness, but which Paul clearly regards as itself an 
act of love toward a congregation being actively harmed by false 
teaching. The chapter's final verse offers a memorable diagnosis of 
hypocrisy: such people "claim to know God, but by their actions they 
deny him" (1:16) — the truest test of belief, on this account, being 
not profession but action. 

For Reflection 
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1. Why does Paul root elder qualifications so heavily in household life 
rather than public speaking ability or spiritual enthusiasm? 

2. What does it mean for an elder "to see clearly" — in what three areas 
does Paul suggest an elder needs clear sight? 

3. Paul instructs Titus to rebuke false teachers "sharply." When, if 
ever, is sharp correction itself an act of love rather than a failure of 
gentleness? 

4. Titus 1:16 says people can "claim to know God" while denying him 
by their actions. Where do you see that gap between profession 
and action, in the wider church or in yourself? 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Sound Doctrine and Godly Living for Every Group 

Titus 2 

Chapter 2 addresses distinct groups within the congregation in turn 
— older men, older women, younger women, younger men, and even 
slaves — each called to a specific pattern of conduct fitting their place 
in the household and community (2:1–10). What unites these varied 
instructions is a single, striking purpose stated for the slaves 
specifically, but implicitly for everyone: "so that in every way they will 
make the teaching about God our Savior attractive" (2:10). Even in 
the most constrained, difficult circumstances a person could occupy 
in that world — slavery — godly conduct could "adorn," or beautify, 
the doctrine of God, the way trimming a candle's wick lets its flame 
burn brighter. 

The theological foundation for all of this arrives in 2:11–14: "the 
grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all people," teaching 
believers "to say 'No' to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live 
self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age," while we 
wait for "the blessed hope — the appearing of the glory of our great 
God and Savior, Jesus Christ" (2:11–13). Christ's first appearance in 
grace and his future appearance in glory together supply the 
motivation for holy living now — we look backward to the cross and 
forward to the return, and both looks shape how we live in between. 

For Reflection 

1. Why might Paul call believers to "adorn" the doctrine of God 
through conduct rather than simply believe it privately? 
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2. If even a slave in the ancient world could adorn the gospel through 
godly conduct in the most constrained circumstances, what 
excuse remains for believers in far less constrained circumstances 
today? 

3. How do Christ's past appearance in grace and future appearance in 
glory work together to shape how we live right now, in between 
the two? 

4. Which of the specific character qualities named for your own age 
or life-stage in this chapter do you find hardest to cultivate? 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Saved by Grace, Devoted to Good Works 

Titus 3 

The letter's final chapter turns to conduct in the wider world, urging 
submission to authorities and gentleness toward all people (3:1–2), 
grounded in a sober memory: "at one time we too were foolish, 
disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and 
pleasures" (3:3). What changed was not our own effort but God's 
initiative: "he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, 
but because of his mercy" (3:5), through "the washing of rebirth and 
renewal by the Holy Spirit" (3:5), so that, "having been justified by his 
grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life" (3:7). 

That last phrase repays careful attention: justification here is explicitly 
"by his grace," not merely "by faith" — a reminder that even the faith 
by which we are justified is itself a gift, not something that arises 
purely from our own free will. Grace, understood this way, forecloses 
any remaining basis for pride even in our believing. And yet this same 
grace, far from making good works unnecessary, is precisely what 
produces them: "I want you to stress these things, so that those who 
have trusted in God may be careful to devote themselves to doing 
what is good" (3:8). The letter closes practically, instructing Titus to 
avoid pointless arguments over genealogies and the law (3:9), and to 
deal firmly but patiently with those who remain divisive after 
repeated warning (3:10–11) — the same theology of grace and good 
works that runs through the whole letter, applied right down to how 
conflict itself should be handled. 
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For Reflection 

1. Why does Paul instruct Titus to remind believers of what they used 
to be (3:3) before describing what God has done for them? 

2. What is the significance of Paul saying we are justified "by his grace" 
rather than simply "by faith" — how does that shape our 
understanding of faith itself? 

3. How does grace, on Paul's account, produce good works rather 
than make them unnecessary? 

4. What pointless argument or division in your own church or 
community might need the same firm-but-patient handling Paul 
instructs here? 
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Part Six 

A Gospel Appeal 

Philemon is unlike anything else in this volume: not a letter of 
doctrine or church order but a single, carefully crafted personal 
appeal, twenty-five verses long, written from Roman imprisonment 
on behalf of Onesimus, a slave who had run away from his master 
Philemon, a wealthy Colossian believer, and had somehow found his 
way to Paul in Rome, where he was converted and became genuinely 
useful to Paul's ministry. Paul now sends him back — not because 
Onesimus had no other option, but because reconciliation between 
the two men, and Onesimus's own restored standing, mattered more 
to Paul than keeping a valuable helper close at hand. 

This short letter is given two chapters here rather than folded entirely 
into Titus, both because its literary artistry rewards slower attention 
and because what it dramatizes — the gospel worked out in one 
specific, costly relationship — deserves to stand on its own. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

An Appeal Based on Love 

Philemon 1–16 

Paul could have simply ordered Philemon, by apostolic authority, to 
receive Onesimus back and forgive him. He says as much: "although 
in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, 
yet I prefer to appeal to you on the basis of love" (8–9). This choice is 
itself the letter's first lesson — that authority, even legitimate 
authority, is not always the most fitting way to accomplish what love 
could accomplish through appeal instead. 

Paul's diplomacy is careful and layered. He commends Philemon first 
for his own reputation of love and faith (4–7), before making his case 
for Onesimus — whose name, fittingly, means "useful" — noting that 
the slave "who once was useless to you has now become useful both 
to you and to me" (11), a small wordplay that turns Onesimus's very 
name into an argument for his transformed usefulness. Paul asks 
Philemon to receive him back "no longer as a slave, but better than a 
slave, as a dear brother" (16) — the gospel's logic applied directly to 
the most unequal relationship the ancient world knew. 

For Reflection 

1. Why might Paul's choice to appeal rather than command matter 
more, in the end, than simply getting the desired outcome? 

2. What does the wordplay on Onesimus's name ("useful") suggest 
about how the gospel can genuinely transform a person's practical 
value to others, not merely their spiritual status? 
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3. What would it look like for us to ask someone to receive back a 
person who wronged them "no longer as [whatever the offense 
made them], but as a dear brother or sister"? 

4. Where might appeal, rather than the exercise of legitimate 
authority, be the better path in a relationship you are navigating 
right now? 

  



64 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

A Picture of the Gospel 

Philemon 17–25 

The letter's closing section contains one of the clearest small-scale 
pictures of the gospel found anywhere in Paul's writing. "If he has 
wronged you in any way or owes you anything, charge it to me... I will 
pay it back" (18–19) — Paul offering to personally absorb whatever 
debt Onesimus owed, exactly as Christ absorbed the debt of sin that 
stood against us. And Paul's request that Philemon receive Onesimus 
"as you would welcome me" (17) mirrors precisely how God, in 
Christ, welcomes sinners: not on the basis of their own record, but 
because someone else stands behind them, vouching for their 
acceptance. 

The letter closes with confidence rather than mere hope: "I am 
confident of your obedience... I know you will do even more than I 
ask" (21), and with a final personal note — greetings from Epaphras, 
Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, the same circle of companions 
named in Colossians, confirming that this brief personal letter was 
sent alongside that larger epistle, at the same moment, from the same 
imprisonment. In its small compass, Philemon manages to picture 
nearly every major doctrine this whole volume has touched: grace that 
justifies apart from merit, a debt paid by someone else on our behalf, 
and a fellowship that no social barrier, however entrenched, can 
finally withstand. 

For Reflection 
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1. How does Paul's offer to personally pay whatever Onesimus owed 
picture what Christ has done for us? 

2. What does it mean that Paul asks Philemon to welcome Onesimus 
"as you would welcome me" — how does that mirror the way God 
receives us in Christ? 

3. Why might this short, personal letter belong in the New Testament 
canon alongside Paul's more theologically dense epistles? 

4. What relationship in your own life most needs the kind of costly, 
personal reconciliation this letter pictures? 
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Conclusion 

Faithful to the End 

Read together, these six letters trace a single life lived under real, 
sustained pressure to quit — and a single, quiet insistence on staying 
faithful anyway. The Thessalonians were tempted to despair over 
grief and to drift into idle speculation about the end; Paul called them 
instead to steady hope and ordinary work. Timothy and Titus were 
tempted, in different ways, to be intimidated into silence by more 
confident false teachers and by congregations not yet fully formed; 
Paul called them instead to guard sound teaching, to build leadership 
on unremarkable household faithfulness, and to fight, actively and 
continually, for their own joy in the faith. Philemon was asked to 
extend forgiveness at real personal and financial cost, on nothing 
more than Paul's appeal to love. And Paul himself, writing his very 
last letter from a cell he would not leave alive, could look back over a 
lifetime that had cost him nearly everything and say, without 
bitterness, "I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I 
have kept the faith." 

None of these six letters was written by people who had it easy. The 
Thessalonians were persecuted from the church's first days. Timothy 
was young, evidently timid, and surrounded by more confident 
opposition. The Cretan churches were barely organized and served by 
a population with no reputation for reliability. Onesimus faced a 
return to a master who had every legal right to punish him. And Paul 
wrote every one of these words either freshly expelled from a city or 
in chains, awaiting a trial whose outcome he did not control. 
Faithfulness, in every one of these six letters, was never the easy 
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option. It was simply, in each case, the option these men and women 
chose — not because circumstances improved, but because the one 
who called them to it could be trusted to keep them faithful to the 
very end. 
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Appendix: Daily Bible Reading Plan 

Shaded rows mark the five reading days covered in this volume. 

January 

1/10 Genesis 1-3 1/11 Genesis 4-7 

1/12 Genesis 8-11 1/13 Genesis 12-15 

1/14 Genesis 16-18 1/15 Genesis 19-21 

1/16 Genesis 22-24 1/17 Genesis 25-26 

1/18 Genesis 27-29 1/19 Genesis 30-31 

1/20 Genesis 32-34 1/21 Genesis 35-37 

1/22 Genesis 38-40 1/23 Genesis 41-42 

1/24 Genesis 43-45 1/25 Genesis 46-47 

1/26 Genesis 48-50 1/27 Exodus 1-3 

1/28 Exodus 4-6 1/29 Exodus 7-9 

1/30 Exodus 10-12 1/31 Exodus 13-15 

February 

2/1 Exodus 16-18 2/2 Exodus 19-21 

2/3 Exodus 22-24 2/4 Exodus 25-27 

2/5 Exodus 28-29 2/6 Exodus 30-32 

2/7 Exodus 33-35 2/8 Exodus 36-38 

2/9 Exodus 39-40 2/10 Leviticus 1-4 

2/11 Leviticus 5-7 2/12 Leviticus 8-10 

2/13 Leviticus 11-13 2/14 Leviticus 14-15 

2/15 Leviticus 16-18 2/16 Leviticus 19-21 

2/17 Leviticus 22-23 2/18 Leviticus 24-25 

2/19 Leviticus 26-27 2/20 Numbers 1-2 

2/21 Numbers 3-4 2/22 Numbers 5-6 

2/23 Numbers 7 2/24 Numbers 8-10 

2/25 Numbers 11-13 2/26 Numbers 14-15 

2/27 Numbers 16-17 2/28 Numbers 18-20 

March 
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3/1 Numbers 21-22 3/2 Numbers 23-25 

3/3 Numbers 26-27 3/4 Numbers 28-30 

3/5 Numbers 31-32 3/6 Numbers 33-34 

3/7 Numbers 35-36 3/8 Deuteronomy 1-2 

3/9 Deuteronomy 3-4 3/10 Deuteronomy 5-7 

3/11 Deuteronomy 8-10 3/12 Deuteronomy 11-13 

3/13 Deuteronomy 14-16 3/14 Deuteronomy 17-20 

3/15 Deuteronomy 21-23 3/16 Deuteronomy 24-27 

3/17 Deuteronomy 28-29 3/18 Deuteronomy 30-31 

3/19 Deuteronomy 32-34 3/20 Joshua 1-4 

3/21 Joshua 5-8 3/22 Joshua 9-11 

3/23 Joshua 12-15 3/24 Joshua 16-18 

3/25 Joshua 19-21 3/26 Joshua 22-24 

3/27 Judges 1-2 3/28 Judges 3-5 

3/29 Judges 6-7 3/30 Judges 8-9 

3/31 Judges 10-12   

April 

4/1 Judges 13-15 4/2 Judges 16-18 

4/3 Judges 19-21 4/4 Ruth 1-4 

4/5 1 Samuel 1-3 4/6 1 Samuel 4-8 

4/7 1 Samuel 9-12 4/8 1 Samuel 13-14 

4/9 1 Samuel 15-17 4/10 1 Samuel 18-20 

4/11 1 Samuel 21-24 4/12 1 Samuel 25-27 

4/13 1 Samuel 28-31 4/14 2 Samuel 1-3 

4/15 2 Samuel 4-7 4/16 2 Samuel 8-12 

4/17 2 Samuel 13-15 4/18 2 Samuel 16-18 

4/19 2 Samuel 19-21 4/20 2 Samuel 22-24 

4/21 1 Kings 1-2 4/22 1 Kings 3-5 

4/23 1 Kings 6-7 4/24 1 Kings 8-9 

4/25 1 Kings 10-11 4/26 1 Kings 12-14 

4/27 1 Kings 15-17 4/28 1 Kings 18-20 

4/29 1 Kings 21-22 4/30 2 Kings 1-3 
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May 

5/1 2 Kings 4-5 5/2 2 Kings 6-8 

5/3 2 Kings 9-11 5/4 2 Kings 12-14 

5/5 2 Kings 15-17 5/6 2 Kings 18-19 

5/7 2 Kings 20-22 5/8 2 Kings 23-25 

5/9 1 Chronicles 1-2 5/10 1 Chronicles 3-5 

5/11 1 Chronicles 6 5/12 1 Chronicles 7-8 

5/13 1 Chronicles 9-11 5/14 1 Chronicles 12-14 

5/15 1 Chronicles 15-17 5/16 1 Chronicles 18-21 

5/17 1 Chronicles 22-24 5/18 1 Chronicles 25-27 

5/19 
1 Chronicles 28-2 Chronicles 
1 

5/20 2 Chronicles 2-5 

5/21 2 Chronicles 6-8 5/22 2 Chronicles 9-12 

5/23 2 Chronicles 13-17 5/24 2 Chronicles 18-20 

5/25 2 Chronicles 21-24 5/26 2 Chronicles 25-27 

5/27 2 Chronicles 28-31 5/28 2 Chronicles 32-34 

5/29 2 Chronicles 35-36 5/30 Ezra 1-3 

5/31 Ezra 4-7   

June 

6/1 Ezra 8-10 6/2 Nehemiah 1-3 

6/3 Nehemiah 4-6 6/4 Nehemiah 7 

6/5 Nehemiah 8-9 6/6 Nehemiah 10-11 

6/7 Nehemiah 12-13 6/8 Esther 1-5 

6/9 Esther 6-10 6/10 Job 1-4 

6/11 Job 5-7 6/12 Job 8-10 

6/13 Job 11-13 6/14 Job 14-16 

6/15 Job 17-20 6/16 Job 21-23 

6/17 Job 24-28 6/18 Job 29-31 

6/19 Job 32-34 6/20 Job 35-37 

6/21 Job 38-39 6/22 Job 40-42 

6/23 Psalms 1-8 6/24 Psalms 9-16 

6/25 Psalms 17-20 6/26 Psalms 21-25 
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6/27 Psalms 26-31 6/28 Psalms 32-35 

6/29 Psalms 36-39 6/30 Psalms 40-45 

July 

7/1 Psalms 46-50 7/2 Psalms 51-57 

7/3 Psalms 58-65 7/4 Psalms 66-69 

7/5 Psalms 70-73 7/6 Psalms 74-77 

7/7 Psalms 78-79 7/8 Psalms 80-85 

7/9 Psalms 86-89 7/10 Psalms 90-95 

7/11 Psalms 96-102 7/12 Psalms 103-105 

7/13 Psalms 106-107 7/14 Psalms 108-114 

7/15 Psalms 115-118 7/16 Psalms 119:1-88 

7/17 Psalms 119:89-176 7/18 Psalms 120-132 

7/19 Psalms 133-139 7/20 Psalms 140-145 

7/21 Psalms 146-150 7/22 Proverbs 1-3 

7/23 Proverbs 4-6 7/24 Proverbs 7-9 

7/25 Proverbs 10-12 7/26 Proverbs 13-15 

7/27 Proverbs 16-18 7/28 Proverbs 19-21 

7/29 Proverbs 22-23 7/30 Proverbs 24-26 

7/31 Proverbs 27-29   

August 

8/1 Proverbs 30-31 8/2 Ecclesiastes 1-4 

8/3 Ecclesiastes 5-8 8/4 Ecclesiastes 9-12 

8/5 Song of Songs 1-8 8/6 Isaiah 1-4 

8/7 Isaiah 5-8 8/8 Isaiah 9-12 

8/9 Isaiah 13-17 8/10 Isaiah 18-22 

8/11 Isaiah 23-27 8/12 Isaiah 28-30 

8/13 Isaiah 31-35 8/14 Isaiah 36-41 

8/15 Isaiah 42-44 8/16 Isaiah 45-48 

8/17 Isaiah 49-53 8/18 Isaiah 54-58 

8/19 Isaiah 59-63 8/20 Isaiah 64-66 

8/21 Jeremiah 1-3 8/22 Jeremiah 4-6 
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8/23 Jeremiah 7-9 8/24 Jeremiah 10-13 

8/25 Jeremiah 14-17 8/26 Jeremiah 18-22 

8/27 Jeremiah 23-25 8/28 Jeremiah 26-29 

8/29 Jeremiah 30-31 8/30 Jeremiah 32-34 

8/31 Jeremiah 35-37   

September 

9/1 Jeremiah 38-41 9/2 Jeremiah 42-45 

9/3 Jeremiah 46-48 9/4 Jeremiah 49-50 

9/5 Jeremiah 51-52 9/6 Lamentations 1:1-3:36 

9/7 Lamentations 3:37-5:22 9/8 Ezekiel 1-4 

9/9 Ezekiel 5-8 9/10 Ezekiel 9-12 

9/11 Ezekiel 13-15 9/12 Ezekiel 16-17 

9/13 Ezekiel 18-20 9/14 Ezekiel 21-22 

9/15 Ezekiel 23-24 9/16 Ezekiel 25-27 

9/17 Ezekiel 28-30 9/18 Ezekiel 31-33 

9/19 Ezekiel 34-36 9/20 Ezekiel 37-39 

9/21 Ezekiel 40-42 9/22 Ezekiel 43-45 

9/23 Ezekiel 46-48 9/24 Daniel 1-3 

9/25 Daniel 4-6 9/26 Daniel 7-9 

9/27 Daniel 10-12 9/28 Hosea 1-7 

9/29 Hosea 8-14 9/30 Joel 1-3 

October 

10/1 Amos 1-5 10/2 Amos 6-9 

10/3 Obadiah 1,Jonah 1-4 10/4 Micah 1-7 

10/5 Nahum 1-3 10/6 Habakkuk 1-3,Zephaniah 1-3 

10/7 Haggai 1-2 10/8 Zechariah 1-7 

10/9 Zechariah 8-14 10/10 Malachi 1-4 

10/11 Matthew 1-4 10/12 Matthew 5-6 

10/13 Matthew 7-8 10/14 Matthew 9-10 

10/15 Matthew 11-12 10/16 Matthew 13-14 

10/17 Matthew 15-17 10/18 Matthew 18-19 
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10/19 Matthew 20-21 10/20 Matthew 22-23 

10/21 Matthew 24-25 10/22 Matthew 26 

10/23 Matthew 27-28 10/24 Mark 1-3 

10/25 Mark 4-5 10/26 Mark 6-7 

10/27 Mark 8-9 10/28 Mark 10-11 

10/29 Mark 12-13 10/30 Mark 14 

10/31 Mark 15-16   

November 

11/1 Luke 1 11/2 Luke 2-3 

11/3 Luke 4-5 11/4 Luke 6-7 

11/5 Luke 8-9 11/6 Luke 10-11 

11/7 Luke 12-13 11/8 Luke 14-16 

11/9 Luke 17-18 11/10 Luke 19-20 

11/11 Luke 21-22 11/12 Luke 23-24 

11/13 John 1-2 11/14 John 3-4 

11/15 John 5-6 11/16 John 7-8 

11/17 John 9-10 11/18 John 11-12 

11/19 John 13-15 11/20 John 16-18 

11/21 John 19-21 11/22 Acts 1-3 

11/23 Acts 4-6 11/24 Acts 7-8 

11/25 Acts 9-10 11/26 Acts 11-13 

11/27 Acts 14-15 11/28 Acts 16-17 

11/29 Acts 18-20 11/30 Acts 21-23 

December 

12/1 Acts 24-26 12/2 Acts 27-28 

12/3 Romans 1-3 12/4 Romans 4-7 

12/5 Romans 8-10 12/6 Romans 11-13 

12/7 Romans 14-16 12/8 1 Corinthians 1-4 

12/9 1 Corinthians 5-8 12/10 1 Corinthians 9-11 

12/11 1 Corinthians 12-14 12/12 1 Corinthians 15-16 

12/13 2 Corinthians 1-4 12/14 2 Corinthians 5-9 
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12/15 2 Corinthians 10-13 12/16 Galatians 1-3 

12/17 Galatians 4-6 12/18 Ephesians 1-3 

12/19 Ephesians 4-6 12/20 Philippians 1-4 

12/21 Colossians 1-4 12/22 1 Thessalonians 1-5 

12/23 2 Thessalonians 1-3 12/24 1 Timothy 1-6 

12/25 2 Timothy 1-4 12/26 Titus 1-3, Philemon 1 

12/27 Hebrews 1-6 12/28 Hebrews 7-10 

12/29 Hebrews 11-13 12/30 James 1-5 

12/31 1 Peter 1-5   

January (cont.) 

1/1 2 Peter 1-3 1/2 1 John 1-5 

1/3 2 John 1, 3 John 1, Jude 1 1/4 Revelation 1-3 

1/5 Revelation 4-8 1/6 Revelation 9-12 

1/7 Revelation 13-16 1/8 Revelation 17-19 

1/9 Revelation 20-22   

 


