The Books of 1 and 2 Timothy, Teacher’s Guide
Lesson 2: Grace to the Chief of Sinners

1 Timothy 1:12-20

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This passage is one of the clearest windows in all of Scripture into the heart of the gospel, and
the doctrinal issue at stake is the nature of grace itself: how wide it reaches, how it overflows
toward real sinners, and how it is received and kept. Paul puts his own testimony on display, not
to talk about himself, but to make the gospel concrete. If grace could reach a blasphemer and
persecutor like Saul of Tarsus, then no one in your class is beyond its reach. The trustworthy
saying at the center, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners,” is the gospel in
miniature, and your aim is to let it land with fresh wonder on people who may have heard it so
often they have stopped feeling it.

At the same time, guard your class against two opposite errors. One is the despair that says,
“My sin is too great, grace cannot reach me.” Paul answers that with the word “foremost.” The
other is the carelessness that treats grace as a license to drift, as though once forgiven, nothing
more is required. Paul answers that with the shipwreck of Hymenaeus and Alexander. Help your
students see that grace is received through an obedient, living faith, not a one-time decision or
mere mental assent, and that this same faith must be held with a good conscience all the way to
the end. Mercy is free, but it is not cheap, and it is not automatic.

Aim this lesson at the heart. The goal is not merely to teach a doctrine of grace but to leave your
class marveling that the King of the ages, immortal and invisible, stooped to save people like
them, and resolved to hold the faith that has hold of them. Let the passage produce both deep
gratitude and deep seriousness, the two things that always grow together in a heart that truly
understands the cross.

Question 1
Student Question:

Paul says he was once “a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent,” but he “received
mercy” (vv. 13-14). What does this opening testimony teach us about the kind of people God’s
grace is able to reach, and why does Paul begin with his own story?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin by letting the class feel the weight of Paul’s self-description. He does not say he was a little
misguided or that he meant well. He uses three blunt words: “blasphemer, persecutor, and
insolent opponent” (v. 13). Blasphemy was speaking against God; persecution meant he actively
hunted and harmed Christ’s people; insolent opponent describes a man who acted with



arrogant violence. This is the resume of the man God chose to write much of the New
Testament. Paul wants us to see the full distance grace had to travel.

Notice why Paul opens with his own story rather than with abstract theology. He has just
finished talking about the law and its proper use against the lawless (vv. 8-10). Now, instead of
pointing at sinners out there, he points at himself: “I am the foremost.” The gospel becomes
believable when it is personal. Paul is saying, in effect, “Let me show you what grace can do, and
let me use the worst case | know, my own.”

Draw out the doctrinal point: there is no category of sinner that grace cannot reach. We
sometimes carry a quiet ranking of sins in our minds, certain that some people are too far gone.
Paul’s testimony explodes that. The grace of God is not a reward for the respectable; it is a
rescue for the ruined. The God who saved a persecutor can save anyone who will hear the
gospel and obey it.

Be careful here to keep the balance the rest of the passage will require. Paul says he received
mercy because he acted “ignorantly in unbelief” (v. 13). This is not a claim that ignorance
excuses sin, but a window into God'’s patient kindness. Grace reaches the worst, and it reaches
them in order to bring them to repentance and faith, not to leave them where it found them.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The universal reach of God’s grace, able to save even a blasphemer and persecutor (v. 13)
® The honesty of true testimony, naming sin plainly rather than excusing it

* Grace as rescue for the ruined, not reward for the respectable

® The gospel made concrete and believable through a real, transformed life

e God'’s patience and kindness as the doorway to repentance, not a license to stay in sin

Discussion Prompts

e  Why is it significant that God chose a former persecutor to carry the gospel to the world?

e Do we ever carry a secret ranking of sins, thinking some people are beyond grace? How does
Paul’s story confront that?

e How does hearing a real story of God’'s mercy make the gospel more believable than mere
argument?

Question 2
Student Question:

Paul never seems to get over his own forgiveness; thanksgiving keeps spilling out of him (vv. 12-
14). When you remember how God has shown you mercy, does gratitude well up, or has it gone
quiet over time? What might rekindle your wonder at being forgiven?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



This is the first self-examining question, so move from Paul’s gratitude to the student’s own
heart. Notice the tone of verses 12-14. Paul is not grimly reporting facts; he is overflowing with
thanks: “I thank him who has given me strength.” Forgiveness, freshly felt, always produces
gratitude. Where gratitude has gone quiet, it usually means our sense of mercy has gone quiet
too.

Help students name honestly where they are. For many believers, especially those saved young
or raised in the church, the wonder of being forgiven can fade into routine. The danger is not
that they doubt the doctrine, but that they no longer feel it. A heart that takes grace for granted
slowly grows cold, just as Ephesus was in danger of doing.

Offer practical ways to rekindle wonder. Remembering what we were saved from, returning
often to the cross, taking the Lord’s Supper with attention rather than habit, telling the story of
God’s mercy to someone else, all of these fan the embers back into flame. Gratitude is not
merely a feeling we wait for; it is a fire we tend.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e  Gratitude as the natural fruit of grace truly grasped (v. 12)

e The danger of grace becoming routine and wonder growing cold

e The Lord’s Supper and remembrance as means of rekindling thankfulness
¢ Telling our story of mercy as a way of keeping it alive in us

Discussion Prompts

¢ When you remember God's mercy to you, does gratitude rise up, or has it gone quiet?
e What tends to dull our wonder at being forgiven over time?
*  What is one practice that helps you remember and feel the mercy God has shown you?

Question 3
Student Question:

Paul says “the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ
Jesus” (v. 14). What does it mean that grace overflowed, and how do faith and love show that
grace had actually taken hold of him?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Focus the class on the verb in verse 14: grace “overflowed.” The word pictures a river that
bursts its banks, an abundance that cannot be contained. Paul is not describing a measured,
cautious mercy that barely covers his sin. He is describing grace in flood, more than enough,
lavished on the least deserving. This is the gospel’s characteristic generosity.

Then notice what overflowed along with grace: “the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” This
is crucial. Grace did not leave Paul unchanged; it produced faith and love in him. Where grace



truly lands, it does not stay an abstract idea. It takes root and bears fruit. Faith is the trusting
response that lays hold of Christ; love is the new affection that reorients a life once driven by
hatred and violence.

This is the place to begin laying the foundation for the heavier doctrinal question to come. Grace
is received, and the evidence that it has been received is a living faith that works through love
(Galatians 5:6). Paul does not present a grace that saves while leaving the heart untouched. The
same grace that forgives also transforms, turning a persecutor into an apostle whose life now
overflows with love for the very people he once hunted.

Help the class marvel at the transformation. The man writing about love in verse 14 is the same
man who once approved the death of Stephen. Only grace can do that. The proof that grace has
overflowed into a life is not eloquent speech about grace, but a heart that has learned to trust
Christ and love His people.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* Grace as overflowing abundance, more than enough for the worst sinner (v. 14)
® Grace received producing faith and love, not leaving the heart unchanged

e Faith working through love as the evidence of genuine grace (Galatians 5:6)

¢ The transforming power of the gospel, turning a persecutor into a man of love
e The unity of forgiveness and transformation in God’s saving work

Discussion Prompts

e What does the image of grace “overflowing” tell us about the heart of God?

e Why does Paul mention faith and love right alongside grace?

*  How can you tell when grace has actually taken root in a life rather than just being talked
about?

Question 4
Student Question:

Paul received mercy even though he had acted “ignorantly in unbelief’ (v. 13). Where in your life
do you most need to trust that God'’s grace is bigger than your worst failures, and what keeps
you from resting in that mercy?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns verse 13 inward. Paul says he received mercy even though he had acted
“ignorantly in unbelief.” Most of us carry some failure that we are tempted to believe is the
exception to grace, the one thing too dark, too repeated, or too recent. The aim here is to help
students name that quietly and bring it into the light of Paul’s testimony.



Help them see what keeps people from resting in mercy. Sometimes it is pride, the secret belief
that we should be able to fix ourselves. Sometimes it is shame, which keeps replaying the failure
and refuses to believe the cross covers it. Sometimes it is a wrong picture of God as reluctant
and stingy rather than the God whose grace overflows. Gently name these, because the cure
begins with honesty.

Then point them firmly back to the gospel. The answer to a haunting failure is not to try harder
to feel forgiven, but to return again to what Christ has done and to the obedience of faith. For
the Christian, that means walking in repentance, confessing sin, and trusting the blood of Christ
that cleanses us as we walk in the light (1 John 1:7-9). Mercy is not earned by feeling bad
enough; it is received by faith that keeps coming back to Christ.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The sufficiency of grace for our worst and most haunting failures (v. 13)

¢ Shame and pride as common barriers to resting in mercy

¢ The ongoing cleansing available to those who walk in the light (1 John 1:7-9)
e Aright picture of God as generous in mercy, not reluctant or stingy

Discussion Prompts

e |sthere afailure you secretly treat as the exception to God'’s grace?
e What tends to keep you from resting in the mercy God offers?
¢ What would it look like this week to bring that area honestly to God and trust His mercy?

Question 5

Student Question:

., ou

Paul calls it “a trustworthy saying”: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom |
am the foremost” (v. 15). What does this saying tell us about why Jesus came, and what does it
reveal about how Paul saw himself even as a mature apostle?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verse 15 is one of five “trustworthy sayings” in the Pastoral Epistles, short, weighty statements
the early church evidently treasured and repeated. Paul stamps this one with his full
endorsement: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance.” Then comes the
gospel in a single line: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” Help the class slow
down and hear each part.

Notice the movement: Christ Jesus “came into the world.” This is the great truth of the
incarnation, that the eternal Son entered our world on a rescue mission. He did not come
merely to teach or to model a good life, though He did both. He came to save, and specifically to



save sinners. The mission defines the man. Jesus is, by His own design and the Father’s purpose,
the Savior of the lost.

Then comes the stunning turn: “of whom | am the foremost.” Paul does not say “of whom | was
the foremost,” past tense, as if his sin were safely behind him. He uses the present tense. A
mature apostle, decades into faithful service, still sees himself as standing first in line among
sinners saved by grace. This is not morbid self-loathing; it is the clear-eyed humility of a man
who has stood long in the light.

Draw the doctrine together. This saying tells us why Jesus came (to save sinners) and how a
healthy Christian sees himself (as a sinner saved). The two belong together. The moment we
begin to think we are no longer in the category of “sinners Christ came to save,” we have drifted
from the very gospel that saved us. The cross is not a door we walk through once and leave
behind; it is the ground we stand on for life.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The trustworthy saying as the gospel in miniature: Christ came to save sinners (v. 15)
* The incarnation as a rescue mission, the Son entering the world to save the lost

e  Christ as Savior by purpose and design, not merely teacher or example

e  Paul’s present-tense humility, still counting himself foremost among sinners

® The cross as the lifelong ground of the believer, not a door left behind

Discussion Prompts

e Why does Paul call this saying “trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance”?
e What is the significance of Jesus coming specifically to save sinners?
¢ Why does Paul say he “is,” not “was,” the foremost of sinners?

Question 6
Student Question:

Paul, the great apostle, calls himself the “foremost” of sinners, not the least (v. 15). How does
growing closer to Christ tend to make us more aware of our own sin rather than less, and where
do you sense God inviting you to that kind of honesty?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question presses verse 15 into the student’s self-understanding. There is a strange spiritual
law at work in Paul: the closer he drew to Christ, the more aware he became of his own sin. As a
young Pharisee he thought himself blameless under the law. As an aging apostle he calls himself
the worst of sinners. Holiness did not make him proud; it made him humble.

Help students understand why this happens. The nearer we come to the light, the more clearly
we see what was hidden in the shadows. A speck of dust is invisible in a dark room and obvious



in a sunbeam. Growing in Christ is not a journey toward feeling we have arrived; it is a journey
into deeper honesty about our need and deeper amazement at His grace. Beware the believer
who feels increasingly impressive; that is a danger sign, not a milestone.

Then invite gentle self-examination. Where is God inviting each person to greater honesty?
Often it is in the very area where we feel most confident or most defensive. Encourage students
not to fear this kind of honesty, because it always travels alongside grace. To see our sin more
clearly in the light of the cross is not despair; it is the soil where gratitude and humility grow.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Growth in Christ producing deeper humility, not self-congratulation (v. 15)
e The danger of feeling increasingly impressive in our own eyes

¢ Honest self-knowledge as a fruit of drawing near to God'’s light

e Humility and gratitude growing together in the maturing believer

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why does drawing closer to Christ often make us more aware of our sin, not less?

¢ Where do you feel most confident or defensive, and might God be inviting you to honesty
there?

e How can we pursue honest self-knowledge without falling into despair?

Question 7
Student Question:

Paul says he was shown mercy as an “example” for those who would believe, and then breaks
into praise of the “King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God” (vv. 16-17). How is Paul’s
rescue meant to give hope to others, and why does mercy lead him to worship?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul now tells us the purpose behind his rescue: “that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might
display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life”
(v. 16). Paul’s salvation was not only for Paul. God made him a kind of exhibit, a living
demonstration of how patient and merciful Christ is, so that no one coming after would think
themselves beyond hope. If grace reached Saul, it can reach you.

Help the class see themselves as the “those who were to believe.” That is us. Paul’s conversion
stands in Scripture as permanent encouragement. Whenever a person fears they are too sinful,
too late, or too far gone, they can look at the chief of sinners forgiven and take heart. God
planned it that way. Our hope rests not on the smallness of our sin but on the greatness of His
patience.



Then notice where all of this carries Paul: straight into worship. Verse 17 erupts in praise: “To
the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever.
Amen.” Mercy received does not lead to a casual shrug; it leads to doxology. Paul cannot reflect
on grace without bursting into praise of the eternal King who showed it.

Make this connection explicit for your class. Right doctrine about grace should end in worship,
not just in notes. The God who saves is the immortal, invisible, only God, the King of the ages,
and He bent down to rescue a persecutor. When that truth truly lands, the only fitting response
is to glorify Him. A study of grace that never moves us to worship has somehow missed the
point.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Paul’s salvation as an example to give hope to all who would later believe (v. 16)

e Christ’s perfect patience displayed for the encouragement of future sinners

e Our hope resting on the greatness of God'’s patience, not the smallness of our sin

¢ The eternal nature of God: King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God (v. 17)
e Worship as the proper response to grace received (doxology, v. 17)

Discussion Prompts

e How is Paul’s rescue meant to give hope to people who feel beyond saving?
e What does it mean that God displayed His patience in Paul “as an example”?
¢  Why does reflecting on grace lead Paul to burst into worship?

Question 8
Student Question:

Paul charges Timothy to “wage the good warfare,” holding “faith and a good conscience” (vv.
18-19). What battle for your faith are you in right now, and what would it look like this week to
fight it well rather than drift?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

With verse 18, Paul shifts from his testimony to a charge: “Wage the good warfare.” He reminds
Timothy of “the prophecies previously made about you,” the words spoken when Timothy was
set apart for ministry, and tells him to fight in light of them. The Christian life is pictured here
not as a stroll but as a battle that must be fought with intention. This question invites students
to identify their own current battle for faith.

Help them name it concretely. The battle may be against a besetting sin, against
discouragement, against drift and spiritual apathy, against the pull of the world, or against
doubt. Paul does not pretend faith is automatic or that it coasts along on its own. He calls
Timothy, a sincere believer, to fight. Faithfulness is active, not passive.



Then move toward what fighting well looks like this week. Paul ties the warfare to “holding faith
and a good conscience” (v. 19). To fight well is to keep trusting Christ and to refuse to violate
conscience in the small daily choices. Encourage one concrete action: a sin to put off, a discipline
to take up, a relationship to mend, a habit of prayer to begin. Drift happens by default;
faithfulness happens on purpose.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The Christian life as a battle to be fought with intention (v. 18)

* Faithfulness as active, not automatic or passive

¢ Holding faith and a good conscience as the way to fight well (v. 19)
e The danger of spiritual drift when we stop fighting

Discussion Prompts

e What battle for your faith are you in right now?
e  What does it mean to “wage the good warfare” rather than to drift along?
e What is one concrete way you can fight well this week?

Question 9
Student Question:

Paul says some have “made shipwreck of their faith,” and he names Hymenaeus and Alexander
(vv. 19-20). What does this passage teach us about how grace is received and held, and what
does it warn us about the real possibility of falling away?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal high point of the lesson, and it holds two great truths in tension that we
must not pull apart. The whole passage has been a celebration of overflowing grace toward the
worst of sinners. Now, in the same breath, Paul issues a sober warning: “By rejecting this, some
have made shipwreck of their faith, among whom are Hymenaeus and Alexander” (vv. 19-20).
Grace is free and overflowing, and it is also something that can be cast aside. Help your class
hold both with reverence.

First, marvel again at how grace is received. Throughout this passage Paul has shown that grace
took hold of him and produced faith and love (v. 14). The gospel is never “faith only” in the
sense of a bare mental nod that leaves the life and conscience untouched. Paul himself, when
grace reached him on the Damascus road, was told to rise and be baptized and wash away his
sins (Acts 22:16). Grace is received through a living, obedient faith: hearing the gospel, believing
that Jesus is Lord and Christ, repenting, confessing Him, and being baptized into Christ for the
forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38; Romans 6:3-4; Galatians 3:26-27), and then walking with Him. The
same grace that forgives also lays hold of the whole person.



Now feel the weight of the warning. Paul says some have “made shipwreck of their faith.” The
image is vivid and terrible: a vessel that once sailed, now broken on the rocks. These were not
outsiders who never believed; they had faith and let go of it, casting away a good conscience
until the faith itself was wrecked. This passage will not allow the comforting fiction that a
believer, once saved, is forever safe no matter how he lives. Hymenaeus and Alexander stand as
a permanent warning that a person who has received grace can fall away from it (see also
Galatians 5:4; Hebrews 3:12-14). Salvation is preserved through ongoing faith and a kept
conscience, not through a one-time decision that can never be undone.

See carefully how Paul links faith and conscience. The shipwreck began when they rejected “a
good conscience.” Often the wreck of faith does not start with a sudden loss of belief; it starts
with the quiet refusal to keep a clean conscience, with small compromises tolerated and
excused until, over time, the faith itself gives way. Guard the conscience, Paul is saying, or you
will lose the faith. The two are tied together, and we cannot keep one while abandoning the
other.

Bring the two truths home together, because this is the heart of the lesson. We do not hold
grace and warning in opposite hands as if they cancel each other out. They belong together. The
grace of God toward real sinners is wider than we dare to dream, and that grace, once received,
must be held with both hands to the end. Marvel at mercy, and take seriously the call to keep
the faith. A Christian who only hears the warning may sink into fear; a Christian who only hears
the grace may grow careless. Paul gives us both because we need both.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® Grace received through an obedient, living faith, not mere mental assent or “faith only” (vv.
14, 19; Acts 2:38; Acts 22:16)

e Baptism into Christ for the forgiveness of sins as part of how grace is received (Romans 6:3-
4; Galatians 3:26-27)

* The real possibility of making shipwreck of faith, against once-saved-always-saved (vv. 19-
20; Galatians 5:4; Hebrews 3:12-14)

e Salvation preserved through ongoing faith and a kept conscience, not a one-time decision

¢ The link between a good conscience and a faith that endures (v. 19)

e Grace and warning held together, producing both gratitude and seriousness

* The seriousness of letting small compromises of conscience erode our faith over time

Discussion Prompts

¢ How does Paul’s own story show that grace is received through an obedient, living faith and
not by faith only?

e What does it mean to “make shipwreck” of faith, and how does this warn against the idea
that a believer can never fall away?

¢ Why does Paul tie a good conscience so closely to keeping the faith, and how does losing
one threaten the other?



Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across these verses. Paul marvels at overflowing mercy and then charges Timothy to
hold his faith and conscience to the end. Name one specific way Jesus is forming you through this
passage, and one concrete step you will take because of it.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone gathers the whole passage. Paul has moved from his own rescue (vv. 12-14), to
the trustworthy saying that Christ came to save sinners (v. 15), to the purpose of his salvation as
an example (vv. 16-17), to the charge to wage the good warfare and the warning of shipwreck
(vv. 18-20). The thread tying it together is grace received and grace kept: a mercy that overflows
and a faith that must be held to the end.

Invite students to look back and name what God has stirred. For some it will be fresh wonder, a
long-dulled gratitude reawakened. For others it will be sober resolve, a recognition that they
have been drifting and need to take up the fight again. For still others it may be hope, the news
that they are not beyond grace after all. The goal is for each person to leave with something
specific, not a general nod toward growth.

Then press for one concrete step. Marveling at mercy should move us to action: a sin to confess,
a conscience to clean up, a daily practice of remembering the cross, a word of testimony to
share with someone who fears they are too far gone. Help your class turn the truth of this
passage into a single act of obedience this week, trusting that the same grace that saved Paul is
at work forming them.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The integration of grace received and grace kept across the whole passage
¢ Wonder, hope, and sober resolve as fitting responses to the gospel of grace
e Obedience as the natural response to mercy truly received

e  Christ’s ongoing work of forming the believer through His word

Discussion Prompts

e What is the single most important thing God has shown you in this passage?
e What is one concrete step you will take this week because of it?
®*  How can this class help one another both marvel at mercy and keep the faith?



