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Paul and His Spiritual Progeny

Tim Bartee

The leadership gurus of today have developed a saying that is quoted often yet has a significant message, “Success without a successor equals failure.”  The Apostle Paul was aware of this truth many years ago, and as he recognized that the end of his life was drawing near, the necessity of choosing a successor was imminent.  It is obvious that no one could fill the shoes of this spiritual giant, but Paul could not leave the churches as an orphaned child, they would need the continued care that he had given throughout his ministry.  Although no one could match his skills, gifts and abilities, Paul did find someone whose heart was cut from the same pattern as his, a heart of love that encompassed the church, his name was Timothy.


Timothy’s hometown was Lystra, a city in Lycaonia, and was one of the cities that Paul evangelized on his first missionary journey (Acts 14:6).  As was the case in many of the cities that Paul visited, men who opposed him followed him into Lystra and stirred up the people against Paul, and as a result they stoned him, leaving a lifeless body outside the gates of the city surrounded by disciples. Timothy was just a child when Paul visited Lystra on this first mission and was probably somewhere around ten to twelve years old  (POSB, Preachers Outline and Sermon Bible, Vol 3, 113).  It appears that Timothy may had been an eyewitness of Paul’s persecution in Lystra, for Paul reminds him of that day in his second epistle to Timothy, “But thou hast fully known my doctrine, manner of life, purpose, faith, longsuffering, charity, patience, Persecutions, afflictions, which came unto me at Antioch, at Iconium, at Lystra; what persecutions I endured: but out of them all the Lord delivered me (2 Tim. 3:10-11, KJV).”  


Scholars speculate as to Timothy’s personal conversion experience because the Scriptures do not give us a clear cut picture. Paul refers to Timothy as his “son” four times in his two epistles to Timothy.  Paul calls Timothy his “son in the faith(1 Tim. 1:2)” and “my beloved son (1 Cor. 4:17),” therefore many believe that Paul personally led Timothy to a saving knowledge of Christ while he was in the city on this first missionary journey. Timothy is not the only person that Paul referred to as a son, for he gives this privileged position to Titus and Onesimus also.  The other line of thought is that his mother and grandmother, whom Paul commends in his second epistle to Timothy (1:5) were the ones who taught Timothy the Scriptures and of Jesus being the Christ.  (Bible Knowledge Commentary, Acts 16:1-3). His family must have had great spiritual aspirations for him because his name comes from two Greek words, time which means honor and theos which is the word for God, and together it means “one who honors God (Strong’s Concordance).  Timothy is the first second-generation Christian mentioned in the New Testament (Life Application Notes, Acts 16).  As a spiritual son to Paul, he begins his journey under the tutelage of what will become the greatest influence in his life, replacing a failed John Mark who had earlier abandoned Paul and Barnabus (Ramsay 146).  


Timothy was approximately eighteen years old when Paul met him on his second mission to Lystra (POSB Vol. 2, 240).  Timothy provided a wonderful surprise, an exciting discovery for Paul. The word “behold” (Gk, idou, Acts 16:1) has the idea of looking and gazing at a wonderful discovery, at an unexpected surprise. Timothy’s love and maturity in the Lord struck Paul (POSB Vol. 2, 239).  Under Jewish law at least as early as the second century, a person was presumed Jewish if his or her mother were Jewish; but even if that ruling was in effect in Paul’s day, Timothy would not have been accepted as fully Jewish, because he had not been circumcised. Wives were expected to submit to their husband’s religion, and Timothy’s father had probably refused to let him be circumcised (Keener 366), even though many believe that his father was not alive at this time (POSB Vol. 2, 239). 


It is ironic that the primary purpose of this second missionary journey was to deliver the message of the Jerusalem Council that circumcision was not a prerequisite for salvation, but before leaving with Timothy to continue his travels, Paul, did not have Timothy circumcised, but he did it himself.  This appears to contradict Paul’s thinking in Galatians 2:3-5 where he refused to let Titus be circumcised. The situations, however, were different for in Galatians 2 the issue was the method of justification; here it was a question of not giving offense to the Jews to whom they would minister (Bible Knowledge Commentary Acts 16:1-3). The motive was not that this would be a means to salvation but Paul was tearing down a barrier and a stumbling block that could hinder the Gospel from going forth because the Jews would not respect or receive Timothy without the rite of circumcision. Timothy would begin traveling with Paul as Acts 16:4 includes Timothy as part of the “they” that continued the missionary journey.  The Judaizers took advantage of this situation taking it out of context and stating that Paul was preaching circumcision (Gal. 5:11).  Using this situation, they also said that Paul was preaching that there were two classes of Christians, the strong and the weak, the difference being the strong has been circumcised (Ramsay 148).


The passage of Scripture that gives us the greatest detail and information about Paul’s assessment of Timothy’s character and heart is found in Paul’s most personal letter, the letter to the Philippians.  In the second chapter of Philippians, Paul gives three examples of humility, obedience and sacrifice.  He begins with the obvious, sharing with us the hymn of the early church concerning Christ’s humiliation and exaltation, and he ends with the servant-hearted Epaphroditus. Sandwiched between these is Paul’s commendation of Timothy, “But I trust in the Lord Jesus to send Timotheus shortly unto you, that I also may be of good comfort, when I know your state. For I have no man likeminded, who will naturally care for your state.  For all seek their own, not the things which are Jesus Christ's. But ye know the proof of him, that, as a son with the father, he hath served with me in the gospel (Philip. 2:19-22, KJV).” 


Because Paul, who is under house arrest, is unsure of what the future holds concerning the final decision about the charges against him, he plans to send Timothy to visit the Philippians in his stead hoping to avert the disappointment of not appearing personally.  Paul offers many “letters (or passages) of recommendation,” a common ancient form of writing (see  Romans 16:1-2), but he places Timothy, his special emissary, in a category by himself, offering the highest commendation.  Messengers were often sent as personal representatives, to be received with the same honor accorded the sender and there is no doubt that Paul wanted Timothy to have the same reception that he would have received (Keener 561).  Another lesson to be learned from Paul’s sending Timothy is the need for selflessness. Timothy was close to Paul and dear to his heart. If Paul ever needed Timothy, it was while he was there in Rome under house arrest. Yet he was willing to sacrifice Timothy’s companionship so that others could be helped.

Timothy’s qualities were unexcelled as Paul extols his virtues. The word “likeminded” is literally “no one of equal soul” or “same souled” which is the Greek word, isopsuchos which comes from the same root  “one accord,” sumpsuchos,  which is found in Phil. 2:2 and has the synonymous meaning, co-spirited. Paul is trying to relate to the Philippian church that Timothy’s spirit and soul is a reflection of his own. Paul recognizes that Timothy will “naturally” or "genuinely" care for them.  Another way to describe his care for them is "with sincere solicitude." A case wherein the Spirit of God so changed man's nature, that to be natural was with him to be spiritual: the great point to be aimed at. (Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown Phil. 2:19-21).  Timothy is more than just a messenger who will relate the state of the church to Paul, for his mission is not only to get information but to give inspiration.  Timothy will not only be expressing Paul’s heart of care to them, but they will see that Timothy will give them the same pastoral care that Paul would give if he was there.  This commendation not only tells us of Timothy’s recommendation, but Paul’s full confidence in his young associate, for every action, word and attitude of Timothy would be a direct reflection on Paul. Up to this point they have been traveling together for ten years, and Paul and Timothy’s relationship is taking on the character of the relationship of Jonathon and David, that is described as, “the soul of Jonathan was knit with the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul (1 Samuel 18:1 KJV) .”   Evidence of this close relationship is seen not only in the two epistles that Paul wrote to Timothy, but he mentions him by name approximately twenty-four times in his epistles.

Timothy had the godly influence of his mother and grandmother as mentioned before, and he had a great reputation in his hometown. But for Timothy to reach the level of spiritual leadership he has attained there had to be a greater influence in his life.  Paul and Timothy’s relationship went even further than that of brothers as represented by David and Jonathon, it went to the next plane, that of a father and son. As Joshua followed his spiritual leader Moses, and as Elisha poured water over the hands of his mentor Elijah, Timothy now serves as a son to his spiritual father.  Through this service Timothy is being transformed into Paul’s future successor. Notice in Paul’s reference to Timothy, serving with him as a son serveth with his father, we might expect the sentence to say this. "As a child serveth a father, so he served me"; he changes it to "served with me" in modesty; as Christians are not servants to one another," but servants of God with one another (Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown Phil. 2:20).  Paul went out of his way in his letter to the Corinthians to point out that Timothy was not only a son to him but he wants the reader to know that he dearly loves Timothy calling him a “beloved (agapetos) son” (1 Cor. 4:17).  


For Timothy to become a godly person he had to follow a godly example.   2 Timothy 3:10-12, quoted earlier (…thou hast fully known my…), gives us insight into Paul and Timothy’s relationship and the key word in that passage is the word “known.”  The Greek word is parakoloutheo, from Greek (para) and Greek (akoloutheo); which means to follow near, to attend, trace out, or to conform to. It is translated as attain, follow, fully know, have understanding (Strong’s Concordance).  Kenneth Wuest points out that the Greek word means to follow a person so closely that one is always by the person’s side, conforming his life to the person (The Pastoral Epistles, 148). It means to join oneself to the person, to become his disciple and to follow his example. Paul had lived a godly life, and Timothy had followed in his footsteps and became a worthy representative and successor of the Apostle Paul.


Another interesting truth that comes from these verses in Paul’s last letter to Timothy is that Paul held nothing back from Timothy.  Timothy saw Paul, both strengths and weaknesses, at his high points and at his lowest times.  Paul never reacted in a way in which he would have had to apologize to his son, Timothy; he maintained a high leadership standard that Timothy could replicate throughout his ministerial lifetime. Timothy was also a witness of God’s delivering power in Paul’s life.

Paul sent Timothy to various churches on different occasions in his behalf.  By God’s grace, Paul saw great potential in Timothy and Paul demonstrated his confidence in Timothy by entrusting him with important responsibilities. Paul sent Timothy as his personal representative to Corinth during a particularly tense time (1 Cor. 4:14-17). Timothy was also sent to Thessalonica to bring back news of the state of the church (1 Thess. 3:6).  


In the Philippians passage, Phil. 2:19-22, we detect a hint of frustration in Paul’s tone as he writes that there is no one else with the qualities of Timothy,  and he makes this brash statement, For all seek their own, not the things which are Jesus Christ's (2:20).  This verse appears to make a rather broad claim. Did Paul mean to include everybody he ever knew? Or did he mean that of all who were near him in Rome, none compared to Timothy? Did Paul mean all others whom he might have contacted to run the errand were more interested in their own interests than in those of Christ’s? The second suggestion seems correct. Timothy stood out as a rare gem in a world of self-seekers.  There were certainly hundreds of Christians in Rome (Paul greets twenty-six of them by name in Rom. 16); yet not one of them was available to make the trip.  Surely Paul is not including Epaphroditus, Luke or Aristarchus as not seeking the interests of Christ.  Luke and Aristarchus may have been away on other missions and would have been unavailable for they are not mentioned in Phil. 1:1, suggesting their absence at the time the letter was written (Gaebelien Phil. 2:19-21).  Timothy’s great value to Paul was that Timothy was willing to go anywhere that Paul asked of him (Barclay 48). 

        After Paul was released from his first imprisonment Timothy began to travel with him again and on this journey Paul left him in Ephesus to correct some errors that had arisen, while Paul himself traveled on into Macedonia to visit the churches there (1 Tim. 1:3).  Paul then wrote his first epistle to Timothy for the purpose of encouraging Timothy, to warn against false teaching and doctrinal error and to teach the qualifications and order of officials in the church (POSB  Vol. 3 107).  This first epistle gives us a deeper insight into Paul and Timothy’s relationship.  


As Timothy’s spiritual progeny Paul had the spiritual oversight over young Timothy and in 1 Tim. 1:18, 5:21 and again in 6:13, Paul uses that authority giving a “charge” to Timothy.  The word means a command, an urgent command, and a military command. It is a command that lays upon a person the most urgent and critical obligation (POSB 124). W.E. Vine points out that the “charge” is always a command from a superior that is to be transmitted to others; that is, this charge—the charge to fight a good warfare—is to be given to the young minister and he, in turn, is to pass the charge on to others (Vine).  Paul was not only instructing Timothy for Timothy’s sake but for the future of the church which was a care that Paul carried with him daily (2 Cor. 11:28).  


In this letter we see a glimpse of Paul’s conscience as he shares briefly of his past which no doubt troubled him from time to time, but he always turns it into an opportunity to shine the light on the grace of God that was given to him.  Paul also understands that Timothy’s youth could be a problem for those to whom he ministers and Paul reminds him to be a steady example and to stay focused on the ministry.  In 1 Tim. 4:11-16, Paul deals specifically with Timothy and his ministry needs, not only encouraging him, but also placing before him a great challenge.  Paul was so close to Timothy he knew his physical ailments and gives him a bit of medical advice, Drink no longer water, but use a little wine for thy stomach's sake and thine often infirmities (1 Tim. 5:23 KJV).    Paul concludes his first letter writing, “O Timothy, keep that which is committed to thy trust (1 Tim. 6:20 KJV).”  What has been entrusted to Timothy, “It is the deposit of truth delivered to him....It is the teaching which Paul imparted to Timothy,” (Wuest  Vol. 2, 102).  Paul has committed the most valuable thing he possessed and the little letter “O” in this verse before Timothy’s name, calls Timothy to attention as he places this great responsibility on him.  It was a common thing to leave your valuables with someone as you were on a journey and it was a great compliment to whom the valuables were given, in this case it was not money or precious items, it was the truth as taught by Paul. 


It has been said that one of the greatest expressions of love is when someone prays for another.  Paul begins his second epistle to his “dearly beloved son” telling him, “without ceasing I have remembrance of thee in my prayers night and day Greatly desiring to see thee, being mindful of thy tears, that I may be filled with joy (2 Tim. 1:3-4 KJV).”  Paul knows that the end is near and longs to see his son one more time.  Paul detects timidity in Timothy and encourages him to fan the flame of the gift that God has given him, and to not be ashamed nor to allow the spirit of fear to control him.  As Paul has chosen Timothy as his successor he instructs him to pass along the valuable truth that Paul has committed to him to faithful men (2 Tim. 2:2).  Paul never let the care of the church leave him and it intensifies as he nears death.  Throughout this letter you can envision a father giving his final words to his son, each one weighted with meaning and significance.  As the letter concludes Paul asks Timothy to come before winter for the seas were closed down to traffic in winter; shipping was completely closed down from around November 10 to as late as March 10 (Keener 633).  Paul was to make use of each moment that he had left requesting Timothy to bring him his parchments, books, cloke and the one time failure, Mark to whom was now going to be profitable.  Yes, Paul needed these things but he longed to see Timothy for the final passing of the baton to his spiritual progeny. Some believe that Paul may have been thinking of his pending death, “Sons normally also buried their fathers, but the officials might be reticent to hand Paul’s body over to Timothy (Keener 631).”


Timothy must have fulfilled his responsibility well as Paul’s successor even though he had little notoriety as we see the result, “When the Roman empire at last gave Christianity complete toleration in A.D. 313, not one of Paul’s churches had disappeared (Pollock 306).”  There is no record of Timothy making it to Rome before Paul’s execution, if he did it was surely a comfort to Paul, and if not, one thing is for sure they remained “same-souled.”
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