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Text: 1 Timothy 3:14-16
Title: The Great Mystery
Subject: The church is a witness to the truth of Jesus Christ.
Complement: The church does this through it’s conduct and confession.
Textual Idea: The church, in conduct and confession, is a platform for Jesus Christ in the world.
Sermon Idea: The church gets to unveil Christ, the Great Mystery, to the world.
Key Points:
1. A Great Message: The scriptures are a special source of truth. (v.14)

2. A Great Mission: The church is a crucial bearer of the truth. (v.15)

3. A Great Master: Jesus IS the truth. (v.16)

What do I want people to know? I want people to know that the church has a sacred mission to uphold and display the gospel truth of the lordship of Jesus Christ to the world. Our conduct, what we do together, and our confession, what we believe, directly impact our witness.
What do I want people to do? I want people to (1) share the word of God, (2) be committed to healthy body life, and (3) point people to Jesus.
What need am I addressing? I am addressing the need for the church to be a bearer to the truth of Jesus Christ in the world.

April 21, 2024
The Great Mystery
1 Timothy 3:14-16
A number of years ago, there was an independent movie that was released called (LCD) The Great Mystery. It was described this way, (LCD) “The Great Mystery” is an inspiring, uplifting and entertaining feature documentary that bridges the divisions between the 6 major religions as the movie follows one woman's fascinating, comedic, and heroic trip through western America seeking answers to universal questions: Why are we here? Who is God? Will there ever be peace?” All good questions…and all filled with mystery. From what I can gather from the website, the great mystery to this woman was “Will there ever be peace on earth.” And she believes the answer is in the co-existence of the 6 major religions. But according to the Bible, the answer to this great mystery is not found in the co-existence of the 6 major religions, but in one religion, better put, one person – the one highlighted in our text this morning.
We’re continuing our sermon series on the book of (LCD) 1 Timothy which I’ve entitled Spiritual Treasure, because that is what Paul calls the gospel – the greatest treasure known to humanity. It’s a treasure, and he wants to guard it because false teachers have come around trying to redefine what the gospel is. And Paul knows that the gospel’s reputation hinges on two things: how the church conducts itself, which is what he spent chapters 2 and 3 explaining, and what the church confesses, it’s doctrine. Conduct and confession directly impact witness for Christ. Turn with me to 1 Timothy 3, verse 14, and we’ll consider the importance of both. “Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these instructions so that, 15 if I am delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth. 16 Beyond all question, the mystery from which true godliness springs is great: He appeared in the flesh, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory.”
Paul shares a personal note about his travel plans. He says that he’s hoping to come visit Timothy in Ephesus soon. What a relief that will be to the beleaguered young pastor! However, in case he’s delayed, and he probably will be, he writes these instructions, this letter, so that Timothy knows how to lead the church. But this is not just ANY letter, is it?! This is written by the Apostle Paul. The man who met the risen Jesus Christ and received a commission to speak on His behalf. Even in his day, people recognized that what Paul wrote was not opinion, but divine truth from heaven. It had authority. So before we look at what he says, we need to pause and think about this idea of authority.
In our theology class this week, we talked about authority. Why is this important? Because whatever you view as your authority is where you’re going to go to answer the great mysteries of life. If science is your ultimate authority, you’ll look to scientists and their discoveries. If Fox News or CNN is your ultimate authority, you’ll look to the news for the truth. If your inner feelings and nudges are your authority, you’ll base your beliefs on what you think and feel. For the Christ-follower, there can be only one authority – the Word of God. Peter affirmed this in his second letter, (LCD) “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation of things. For prophecy never had its origin in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” Scripture is not a man-made book. It is divine and it is our authority.

But what about when we have legitimate differences of interpretation? Like, for example, when I talked about the passage about women in the church, I shared that there are two major interpretations among Bible-believing Christians: Egalitarian and Complementarian. Now I individually, and Wintonbury corporately, believe that the argument for Complementarianism is much stronger and so we adopt it here. But we have no issue with those who hold to Egalitarianism…as long as their view is based on a biblical interpretation and not just their feelings and experience. That’s the key. What do we base our beliefs upon? Our authority must be the Word of God, not ourselves or culture. So our first point this morning is, (LCD) A Great Message: The scriptures are a special source of truth. Knowing the scriptures is critical if we’re going to unlock the great mysteries of the universe!
Next Paul tells us why the church and its conduct is so important, verse 15, he’s writing so that “you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth.” By the way, the verb behind, “ought to conduct,” is one that is a command. In other words, these instructions are not optional, they are mandatory. The instructions in this letter are how God wants His house to run. Again, this is the idea of authority. Now interestingly, do you know what organization uses this verse to justify themselves as the ultimate authority regarding God? (LCD) The Roman Catholic Church. This is a screen shot I took of a website that argues from this verse that the Catholic Church is God’s authority on earth. What it and its leaders, particularly the Pope, says is authoritative and must be followed. Where do they get that? The church is THE pillar and foundation of the truth. But here’s the problem with that…this verse doesn’t say that the church is the SOURCE of truth, just the BEARER or UPHOLDER of truth. That’s a very different idea. Plus…we just saw that even the early church found authority not in some institution but in the sacred, prophetic writings. Authority is in the Bible, not the church.
Yet, that doesn’t diminish the church at all! It has a huge role in the world! Actually, Paul uses (LCD) three images to describe the church and its role. First, he calls it “God’s household,” which to me signifies that the church is a committed family not a corporate entity – and it should be run in that warm, familial way. Secondly, it is the “church of the LIVING God,” so it should be a dynamic community in which the very presence of God Himself, living among us, is sensed and experienced. Thirdly, it is the “pillar and foundation of the truth,” meaning it is to be a faithful witness to God and His Word.
By the way, notice that the text reads, “THE truth,” and not “a truth.” The gospel of Jesus Christ that we proclaim is THE truth for all people. That is an exclusive claim. We ought not apologize for that, but we should be careful how we proclaim it. In his book “You Found Me,” Rick Richardson shares this story as he relates sharing Christ in a relativistic culture, “I think of Sam, who pointedly asked me whether I am one of those people who thinks I am right and everyone else is wrong, and that I have the only way to God. I responded, ‘I hate that kind of arrogance and self-righteousness, Sam. But I do think that the only way to God is through the grace and mercy and help of God. I can’t do it on my own. Jesus is the God who climbs down the ladder to get me and bring me up, not a God who shows me the ladder I have to climb to get to God. That wouldn’t help me. I needed Jesus. What would help you?”
That story reminds me of what Paul is telling Timothy…our CONDUCT as the church is crucial. The world will know who Jesus is by how we treat each other and those around us. That is what it means for the church to be (LCD) the pillar and foundation of the truth. Actually, the Greek isn’t “the” pillar and foundation, but “a” pillar and foundation. God isn’t dependent solely on the church to uphold His truth, but we have the privilege and opportunity to do so as we walk together in Spirit-led love and unity. So our second point today is that (LCD) the church not only has a great message, but a great mission: to be a crucial bearer of the gospel. We uphold the gospel, the truth about Jesus, for all the world to see.
No doubt that the people in Ephesus, when they read about pillars and foundations, would have thought about (LCD) the temple of Artemis which was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. According to Chuck Swindoll, the Temple of Artemis had 127 pillars which were 60 feet each, double the height of our room, supporting a roof that was almost double the size of a modern football field. Yet that magnificent earthly temple doesn’t hold a candle to the living, spiritual church of Jesus Christ. Actually, (LCD) this is all that remains of it today. Only God’s truth lasts forever. If you want the answers to the great mysteries of the universe, don’t look to earthly greatness or your personal experience to inform you. Look to the God revealed through the Holy Scriptures and His Son, Jesus Christ…which is where Paul turns to next.
Verse 16, “Beyond all question, the mystery from which true godliness springs is great: He appeared in the flesh, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory.” Some translations say, “We confess” or “By common confession” instead of “beyond all question.” The adverb behind this phrase is very strong and it carries the idea of the magnitude and nonnegotiable nature of this great mystery that Paul then describes; namely, the person and work of Jesus Christ. This is an ancient creed or song of belief, essential truths about Jesus that are nonnegotiable. The great mystery of godliness then is a person – the most unique and important person to ever have existed – the one who can unlock all the great mysteries of the universe.
Before looking at this Jesus creed, let me repeat that these are (LCD) nonnegotiable essential truths. The yellow core of belief that we can’t compromise at all if we call ourselves Bible-believing, fully surrendered followers of Jesus Christ. Other issues like women in ministry and spiritual gifts are important, but not core to Christian belief. We can differ on them. Other issues like what color to paint the wall are way out here!
And we need to remember that (LCD) differentiating between essential doctrines like what’s said here about Jesus and the non-essentials is crucial. If you say that there is no core and that nothing is absolute truth and you can believe what you want about anything, then everyone is their own leader, and anything goes! On the other hand, if you say that we have to agree on everything, all is core, that’s legalism and the leaders are bosses that have to be followed without question. That’s total conformity. No. We want a balance of grace and truth that differentiates by the discernment of the Holy Spirit. In this case, there are leaders, but they are servants. This is what we want. When the church conducts itself in this selfless, humble, gracious, yet core uncompromising way – it is a powerful witness to the reality of Jesus Christ! So with that said, let me have us (LCD) repeat one more time: in essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty, in all things, charity.
Now regarding essentials, let’s look at these (LCD) six truths about Jesus that make up the core of the gospel. There are different ways to look at this seemingly ancient song or poem about Jesus, and different ways to interpret each line, but I’ll look at them in three pairs with my best guess on what each line means, starting with “He appeared in the flesh, was vindicated by the Spirit,” This speaks to the unveiling of Jesus. The first part is undoubtedly speaking about Jesus’ incarnation. Jesus, God Himself, becoming human; or as the old creed puts it, “Begotten, not made.” Meaning that Jesus was physically born into human form. He was brought into existence physically even though he already existed. Incredible. That is paired with what I think is the resurrection of Jesus – vindicated by the Spirit or “in spirit” as some translations say. The key thing here is the contrast between flesh and spirit. Jesus was revealed in both human form to be our perfect substitute on the Cross for our sins; and vindicated or justified as the eternal and spiritual Son of God by His resurrection. An essential truth about Jesus is that He’s both fully Human AND fully God.
Second, we read that Jesus “was seen by angels, was preached among the nations.” Again, the important thing here is the contrast: angels and humans both witnessed Him. A verse I love about the angels as witnesses is in First Peter. Peter writes about how the Old Testament prophets didn’t really understand how God was going to bring about His eternal plan of rescue when they wrote their prophecies. He says, (LCD) “It was revealed to them (Old Testament prophets) that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things.” Two things here. First, the prophets were writing a mystery that didn’t understand. It wasn’t until Jesus came that the great mystery of eternal salvation was revealed through the gospel. And then he adds, “Even angels long to look into these things,” meaning that even the angels didn’t know what God was planning to do. They sat in heaven saying, “How is God going to rescue the world? How is He going to bring peace to the universe?” And then one day, Jesus, God’s eternal Son, Creator of all things, steps forward in front of them all and dives down into our reality and becomes a creature! What?! Then they attend Him when He’s tempted in the desert, they attend Him when He’s weeping and bleeding in the Garden of Gethsemane, they attend Him at His empty tomb, and then attend Him as He ascends on high! The angels witnessed all this in awe and wonder!

(LCD) Humans too witnessed the reality of God in the flesh. They witnessed it and then proclaimed Jesus among the nations. Finally, the last couplet, Jesus “was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory.” This speaks to His reception. Those who believed the gospel message on earth received Him and those who witnessed Him in heaven, all the heavenly beings, received Him as King of the Universe. (LCD) Jesus was revealed in flesh and spirit; witnessed to by angels and humans, received by earth and heaven. And that leaves us with this: if you want to know the great mystery of peace in the universe, you first have to know peace in yourself through believing in Christ. Do you? Our third point this morning, (LCD) not only do we have a great message and a great mission, we have a great master – Jesus IS the truth.
The great mystery is a person: Jesus Christ. Everything begins and ends in Him. Do you know Him? If you don’t, I’ll give you a chance to receive Him in prayer this morning. If you do, then you know what you’re calling is right? (LCD) I am an ambassador of the Kingdom of God clothed in His IMMENSE power! That’s who we are. Let me close with two examples of being His kingdom ambassadors right here. First, I want you all to watch a video of the church that we’ve started supporting recently: Living Hope Deaf Church. We just gave them money to attend a deaf missions conference and they’re so grateful. Watch this video and know that the deaf are the most unreached people group in America today. (VIDEO)
Next, right here at Wintonbury, one of our life groups did a really cool thing this past Friday. They hosted a Triva night outreach in their complex that they all live in. Listen as they share how it went. (Preserve Life Group)
The greatest mystery is “Will there ever be peace in the universe?” And the answer to this great mystery is YES – there will be and is peace in one person - Jesus Christ. Let’s close this morning by affirming what we believe through a song adapted from one of the oldest creeds of the church, the Apostle’s Creed. (Sing “This I Believe”)
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