The Books of 1 and 2 Timothy

Lesson 2: Grace to the Chief of Sinners -- 1 Timothy 1:12-20

Picture a man writing a letter late at night, the lamp burning low, his mind drifting back across
the years to the worst thing he ever did. For Paul, that memory was not a single failure he
wished he could forget. It was a whole season of his life when he hunted down followers of
Jesus, dragged them from their homes, stood approving while they were stoned, and breathed
out threats and murder against the church of God. And now here he sits, an old apostle, a man
whose name will be honored as long as the world stands, and he cannot get over the fact that
God had mercy on him. He does not soften it or excuse it. He calls himself what he was: a
blasphemer, a persecutor, an insolent opponent. And then he writes the words that ought to
bring tears to anyone who has ever despaired of being good enough: “I received mercy.”

There is a temptation, when we read the great heroes of Scripture, to imagine they were always
great. We picture Paul striding through the Roman world, bold and certain, never doubting,
never haunted. But that is not how Paul saw himself. The longer he walked with Christ, the
smaller he felt and the larger grace appeared. Early on he could call himself the least of the
apostles. Later, the very least of all the saints. And here, near the end, he reaches for the
strongest word he can find and calls himself the foremost of sinners, the chief, the worst. This is
not false modesty. This is what happens to a heart that has stood for years in the warm light of
God’s undeserved kindness.

Maybe you have a memory like that too, something you have done that you are sure puts you
beyond the reach of God'’s patience. Maybe there is a particular sin you keep tucked away in a
dark corner of your conscience, and every time the lights come up and you remember it, a voice
whispers that you have used up your chances. If so, this passage was written for you. Paul says
he was shown mercy for a reason, “as an example,” so that you, looking at the chief of sinners
forgiven, might believe that there is room at the cross for you as well. The grace that reached
Paul is not a trickle. It overflowed, Paul says, like a river bursting its banks.

But Paul will not let us turn grace into something cheap or careless. In the same breath that he
marvels at mercy, he charges Timothy to “wage the good warfare,” to hold tight to faith and a
good conscience, and he names two men, Hymenaeus and Alexander, who let go and made
shipwreck of their faith. So this lesson holds two truths together, and we must not drop either
one. The grace of God toward real sinners is wider and deeper than we dare to dream. And that
same grace, once received, is meant to be held with both hands for the rest of our lives. Come
and marvel at mercy, and come and learn to keep the faith.

Group Discussion: Think about how Paul describes his past without flinching, a blasphemer and
persecutor, and yet he speaks of it inside a song of thanksgiving rather than a cloud of shame.



Why do you think a person who has truly grasped God’s mercy can be so honest about the worst

of their past?

Personal Reflection: Is there a sin or season in your own story that still whispers to you that you

have gone too far, that grace has run out for you? Paul calls himself the foremost of sinners and

still says, “I received mercy.” What would it look like to bring that memory honestly to God this

week and let His mercy be larger than it?

Read 1 Timothy 1:12-20

Study Questions

1.

10.

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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.



Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: 1 Corinthians 15:9-10, Paul the least of the apostles saved by grace;
Luke 19:1-10, the Son of Man came to seek and save the lost; Acts 9:1-19, the conversion of Saul
the persecutor; Galatians 5:4, the warning against falling away from grace; Hebrews 3:12-14,

holding our confidence firm to the end.



