“I Am Foremost” (1 Timothy 1:15)

There are celebrated stories from church history in which a single verse from the Bible was God's simple tool to turn around an entire life and then that life affected millions of others. Augustine, the early church father, was weeping over his sin in a garden one day, not knowing how he might have power over it. He lived as a slave to his own desires. He heard the voices of children urging him to take up a book and read. He picked up the NT and his eyes landed on the verse, 

Romans 13:14 But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.

In that moment he heart changed. On later reflection on that moment he wrote, “No further would I read; nor needed I: for instantly at the end of this sentence, by a light as it were of serenity infused into my heart, all the darkness of doubt vanished away." Augustine in God's grace became the greatest theologian of the early church. His writings inspired the Reformer 1000 years afterward. His autobiography is still read today. Charles Spurgeon visited a primitive Methodist Church on a snowy Sunday evening in London during his teen years and heard a very unskilled preacher expound a single text,

Isaiah 45:22 “Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no other.

Spurgeon remembered what was going through his mind, “… thought I, I am one of the ends of the earth; and then, turning round, and fixing his gaze on me, as if he knew me, the minister said, ‘Look, look, look.’ Why, I thought I had a great deal to do, but I found it was only to look.” As he recalled that evening he preached this testimony,

"I looked upon Jesus, and though desponding, downcast, and ready to despair, and feeling that I could rather die than live as I had lived, at that very moment it seemed as if a young heaven had had its birth within my conscience. I went home no more cast down; those about me, noticing the change, asked me why I was so glad, and I told them that I had believed in Jesus...."

Spurgeon took up his first pastorate at age twenty and for the next forty years preached to tens of thousands. His writings continue to inspire pastors and missionaries around the world.

Among the leaders between Spurgeon and Augustine was Thomas Bilney. He lived in England in the days of Luther before the official Reformation. He courageously preached against the worship of saints and the elaborate ceremonies that accompanied the practice. After his second arrest by the church he was burned at the stake.  Early in his adult life, Bilney lived with a deep sense of guilt. He could find no peace in his soul. Then he experienced a momentous conversion. He was reading a new translation of the New Testament from the original Greek and wrote,

"I chanced upon this sentence of St. Paul (O most sweet and comfortable sentence to my soul!).... This one sentence, through God's instruction and inward working ... did so exhilarate my heart, being almost in despair, that even immediately I seemed unto myself inwardly to feel a marvelous comfort and quietness...."

What was that one sentence that God used to bring forgiveness to Bilney's heart? It is the sentence for our meditation in preparation for communion. It is the sentence found in:

1 Timothy 1:15 The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.

This communion celebration comes on the eve of the Christmas season. In less than two weeks we will guide hundreds of people through Bethlehem Revisited. We aim to unveil before them the reason why Jesus came to earth. There could not be a more concise explanation than the one the Holy Spirit gives us through Paul in this sentence."Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners." This was a saying in the early church. Paul quotes it here, giving it biblical significance. 
He calls it trustworthy. It was like a creed for the first Christians. You can picture a gathering of believers where they might say or sing together, "Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners." You can imagine a Christian father teaching the members of his household, asking them the question, "Why did Jesus Christ come into the world? And his family would answer, "Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners." Paul adds a second description of this saying. It is not only trustworthy but it deserves "full acceptance." Some have understood this to mean that all people should accept this saying. This of course is true.  But the sense here is that of full acceptance by each person who considers its truth. 
Full acceptance of this saying identifies a person as a Christian. Failure in full acceptance means one falls short of a saving relationship to Jesus Christ. It is not enough merely to acknowledge that Jesus came into the world.  George Knight in his commentary on 1 Timothy describes what Paul means: "...full personal appropriation and application to one’s self…. the degree of acceptance of which the saying is worthy, namely, the most complete and wholehearted acceptance." Surrounding this saying Paul reveals from his own life several clues to define 'complete and wholehearted acceptance.' Look at them and, before you come to the table this morning, ask yourself, “Do I find these clues in my life?”
1. Full acceptance involves repentance from sin.

Look back at vv. 12-13 to see the kind of person Paul was like before he came to full acceptance of the truth of Christ.

1 Timothy 1: 12 I thank him who has given me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me faithful, appointing me to his service, 13 though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent.

Paul used to blaspheme. He used to persecute Christ's people. He used to be a violent opponent of God's work. That is now past. Even though Paul opposed the church in God's name as a loyal Jew, he repented and turned in the opposite direction.  He recognized that he was a sinner. He didn't offer excuses about how he was sincere and just following his religion. He did not try to justify his actions by supposedly right motives. He realized that he was not living to love and honor Jesus Christ. He had to repent. He knew his heart was immersed in self-righteousness. Every person believes he is doing his best. We all do that which is right in our own eyes. Only a work of God in our hearts to reveal our sin and self-righteousness causes us to repent. When Jesus saves a sinner, that sinner repents. Peter preached in Jerusalem in the early days of the church about the reason Jesus came. 

Acts 3:26 God, having raised up his servant [Jesus], sent him to you first, to bless you by turning every one of you from your wickedness.”

How many of us, if asked what kind of blessing God brought us by sending Jesus to us, would say "He turned me from my wickedness. He led me to repentance.” But this is exactly the gospel that the apostles preached. Paul's example reminds us that repentance is an ongoing discipline of the Christian life. In v. 15 he does not say that he used to be the foremost sinner, he says "I am the foremost." He's telling us, "I know my heart. Even though there's been a radical transformation in my life, sin continues to plague me." Many great saints testify that the closer they grow to Christ the more aware of remaining sin they become. The battle against more obvious and outward sins gives way to the fight against more subtle and sinister sins. Repentance is the lifestyle that comes with full acceptance of the truth of Christ. When we approach the table we do so humbly. We come not comparing ourselves to other sinners to look better but admitting that we share the same heart with Paul. And if God can save him he can save anyone. So we come asking the Lord to reveal the sin that remains in us so that we might turn from it.

2. Full acceptance involves faith in Christ alone

Note the sentence that begins in the middle of v. 13.

1 Timothy 1:13 But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, 14 and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.

The repentant Paul deserved nothing from Christ. Instead, he received mercy. Mercy is that gift of God that refuses to give a sinner something he or she deserves. Paul does not say that ignorance and unbelief excuse his sin. All sin flows from a failure to know God and to believe what He says. Ignorance and unbelief only means that he was not disqualified for mercy. He was a perfect candidate. That mercy came in the flood of God's grace. If mercy is withholding something we deserve, then grace is giving everything we do not deserve. Paul mentions two gifts. The first is faith. Faith in Christ Jesus means relying on Him as the only source of salvation.  Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners because there was no other way human beings could be saved. In v. 16 Paul reiterates that his life is an example to those who would believe in Christ for eternal life. Believe is the verb from the same word as faith.

When grace overflows into a person's life, faith will be one of the evidences. God gives faith and a person must exercise faith. Each person must believe, like Augustine, and Spurgeon, and Bilney. The trustworthy or faithful saying of v. 15 only takes on personal significance when it is trusted.  As we come to the table this morning, we ask God to strengthen our faith. We affirm that our faith rests in him and nothing of our own doing. We renew our faith in the common confession of the bread and cup -- Christ is crucified. Christ is risen. Christ will come again. Full acceptance involves repentance/faith. V. 14 adds another gift, so,

3. Full acceptance involves evident love for Christ.

If faith is directed toward Christ, then love is also directed by Paul to him. The person who has come to fully embrace the truth of Christ will live a life of love for Christ that is evident in obedience.

John 14:21 Whoever has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me. And he who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to him.”

To be a Christian is to love Christ and to love Christ is to obey him. No Christian does it perfectly in this life. But one who has no love for Christ is no Christian. 

1 Corinthians 16:22 If anyone has no love for the Lord, let him be accursed.

Love for Christ in a believer's heart may grow colder. The Lord's Table is the place to rekindle that love. Christ manifests himself to his people in this ordinance as he promised. As He does, we ask Him to fan the flame of our love for Him. And as he does, we will evidence the fourth clue of what full acceptance means.

4. Full acceptance involves unashamed worship

Paul concludes this paragraph with a song of praise to Christ. He does not hide his joyous worship. He extols the one who came to save Him.

1 Timothy 1:17 To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.

The one who fully accepts Jesus’ saving work will recognize who Jesus is. He is King over all human history (the ages). He is eternal. He is God, deserving of honor and glory. We approach the table with a sense of glad gravity. There is joyful awe. We are in the presence of the God who became Man to save us.  We are sinners. He is gloriously holy. Yet through his sacrifice we are welcomed in his presence to worship. We come to a King's table at the King’s invitation. 

If you have turned from your rebellion against the king, if you have trusted in the King's salvation; if you love this king and desire to obey this King; and if you long to worship this King, then you may share in this celebration with us. If you do not belong to Christ in the way his word describes, then you would do well to let the bread and cup pass by and seek the mercy of Christ in salvation that he brought to Paul. Keep asking until he shows it to you. Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners. May you not only find such a truth trustworthy, may you find it deserving of your wholehearted acceptance and application, for His glory. Amen.
