The Books of 1 and 2 Timothy

Lesson 5: Watching Out for Apostasy -- 1 Timothy 4:1-16

Every shepherd who has ever stood on a hillside knows that danger rarely announces itself. The
wolf does not come howling at the gate in broad daylight. It comes at dusk, soft-footed, slipping
in among the sheep when the light is low and the flock is at ease. Paul knows this, and so he
leans toward his young friend Timothy and tells him something that must have made the hair
stand up on the back of his neck. A day is coming, Paul says, when some will walk away from the
faith, not because an enemy dragged them out, but because they listened to voices that
sounded spiritual and were not. “In later times some will depart from the faith” (v. 1). The wolf
wears wool.

What is striking is how religious the danger looks. The teaching Paul warns about is not crude
indulgence; it is the opposite. It forbids marriage. It bans certain foods. It dresses itself up in
self-denial and strict rules and an air of superior holiness, and it asks people to call that
godliness. Some of the most dangerous errors do not come in through the back door of obvious
sin. They march in through the front door of misguided devotion, and they are all the harder to
resist because they look so very pious.

Against all of this Paul sets a clean, bracing truth: “everything created by God is good, and
nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving” (v. 4). God is not a frowning miser
who wants us to feel guilty about His own good gifts. He spread the table. He made the marriage
bed honorable. He filled the world with food and color and laughter, and He means for it all to
be received with a grateful heart. The gospel does not make us afraid of the world God made; it
teaches us to enjoy it the right way, with thanksgiving, under His lordship.

And then, in the middle of all this warning, Paul turns and gives Timothy his marching orders,
the most personal and tender section of the letter so far. Train yourself for godliness. Do not let
anyone look down on you because you are young. Set the believers an example. Read the
Scriptures aloud, exhort, teach. Watch your life and your doctrine closely. Here is the thing to
feel as you begin: the best defense against the wolf is not fear, but a faithful life built on the
good word of God. So let us listen, and let us learn how to keep a close watch on ourselves and
on the teaching.

Group Discussion: Think of a teaching or movement you have encountered that looked very
spiritual and strict on the outside but pulled people away from joy, freedom, or the simple
gospel. What made it attractive, and what made it dangerous?

Personal Reflection: Paul tells Timothy to “keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching”
(v. 16). Which of those two has gotten less of your attention lately, your own walk or the
soundness of what you are taking in, and what would it look like to watch it more closely this
week?



Read 1 Timothy 4:1-16

Study Questions

1.

10.

Paul says “the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by
devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons” (v. 1). What does this
verse teach us about the reality and source of apostasy, and why does Paul want Timothy to
see it coming?

These false teachers had consciences that were “seared” (v. 2), hardened over time until
they no longer felt the truth. Where do you sense the danger of your own conscience
growing dull, and what keeps a tender conscience alive in you?

Paul says “everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received
with thanksgiving” (vv. 4-5). What does this teach us about God, His creation, and the place
of thanksgiving in the Christian life?

Paul tells Timothy to “train yourself for godliness” (v. 7), using the picture of an athlete in
disciplined training. What does your own training for godliness look like right now, and
where has it grown soft?

Paul writes, “we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of all people,
especially of those who believe” (v. 10). What does this verse teach about the reach of
God'’s saving love, and about where the Christian’s hope is anchored?

Paul tells the young preacher, “Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers
an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity” (v. 12). In which of those five
areas do you most want your life to become a better example to others?

Paul commands Timothy to devote himself “to the public reading of Scripture, to
exhortation, to teaching” (v. 13). What does this show us about the central place of God’s
word in the gathered life of the church?

Paul says, “Do not neglect the gift you have” (v. 14), and “practice these things, immerse
yourself in them, so that all may see your progress” (v. 15). What gift or responsibility from
God are you tempted to neglect, and what would it look like to immerse yourself in it
instead?

The false teaching Paul warns against “forbids marriage and requires abstinence from foods
that God created” (v. 3), turning self-denial into a false gospel, while the true gospel rests on
a God who is “the Savior of all people” (v. 10). What is at stake in distinguishing this
counterfeit godliness from the real thing, and what does this passage teach us about
creation, salvation, and the danger of falling away?

Look back across the whole chapter. Paul has warned of apostasy, exalted God's good
creation, and called Timothy to a watchful, disciplined, exemplary life. Name one specific
way Jesus is using this passage to form you, and one concrete step you will take because of
it.



Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: Genesis 1:31, God saw all that He had made and it was very good;
Colossians 2:20-23, manmade rules of self-denial that lack any value; Acts 17:30-31, God now
commands all people everywhere to repent; Hebrews 3:12-14, take care lest you fall away from
the living God; 2 Timothy 3:16-17, all Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable.



