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1 TIMOTHY 3:16: GOSPEL AND RESPONSE

When Paul wrote to Timothy to address the issues of false teaching and right living in the
church, he had much practical instruction to give. From this perspective, the Pastoral Epistles
generally and 1 Timothy specifically are a departure from Paul’s more or less standard epistolary
structure. In that structure, Paul normally begins the body of the letter with a doctrinal section
which is followed by a hortatory section. However, in 1 Timothy this structure is absent. The
body of the letter focuses on the one hand on the dangers of false teachers and on the other hand
the proper roles and responsibility of those in the church. No explicit doctrinal section precedes
these more practical matters. But, does that mean that Paul is not interested in doctrine in 1
Timothy? Such an extreme position cannot be sustained. After all, this would not be the only
letter in which doctrinal considerations are present in the midst of a hortatory discourse (e.g., 1
Thess 4:13-18).
If that is the case, then what portion of 1 Timothy serves as the doctrinal section and how
does it relate to the purpose of the epistle? The pivot point in Paul’s letter, 1 Tim 3:14-16, serves
as the doctrinal section that sets out Paul’s theological foundation. Such a statement is not
controversial; commentators are in agreement as to both the importance of these verses and their
theological significance to the rest of the letter.1 What is controversial is the meaning of these
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verses, especially that of the Christ-hymn in the second half of verse 16. As the theological meat
of the epistle, one’s interpretation of it shapes one’s interpretation of the whole letter. More
specifically, one’s interpretation of the structure of the Christ-hymn shapes one’s interpretation
of the whole letter. What is apparent to the reader is that Paul has chosen this hymn, and these
verses of the hymn, to describe a certain emphasis of τὸ τῆς εὐσεβείας μυστήριον.2 One’s view
of how the verses of the hymn relate structurally informs the emphasis one sees in the mystery of
godliness. Stated briefly, the three options for the structure of the Christ-hymn are (1) a single
stanza of six lines,3 (2) two stanzas of three lines,4 and (3) three stanzas of two lines.5 This paper
argues that 1 Tim 3:16b should be read as two stanzas of three lines each, a structure that
emphasizes gospel and response because it most effectively communicates the theological
foundation driving the practical instruction of 1 Timothy.6 Taken as a whole, the hymn is a
redemptive-historical statement. The first stanza communicates the essential truth of the gospel
and the second describes the world’s response. This hymn describes the only way that Timothy
and the Ephesian church can both watch their own life and doctrine and prevail against false
teachers and dysfunctional church life.
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This paper first discusses the general context of 1 Tim 3:14-16 to provide a foundation.
Then, it analyzes the structure of the passage itself for internal consistency as the early verses
build up to the Christ-hymn. Finally, a detailed analysis of the first three lines of the Christ-hymn
is performed to argue for their continuity and thus the thesis that the hymn is two stanzas of three
lines.

The Context of 1 Tim 3:14-16
As mentioned above, 1 Timothy is primarily concerned with false teachers and right living in the
church, both conduct and polity. That is why it is not surprising that a major theme throughout
the letter is truth. Paul speaks of people coming “to the knowledge of the truth” as pleasing to
God (2:4); Paul is a “teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth” (2:7); in the passage under
consideration, he calls the church “a pillar and buttress of the truth” (3:15); and he describes
Christians as “those who believe and know the truth” (4:3), but non-Christians as those “who are
depraved in mind and deprived of the truth” (6:5). This truth is related to the “mystery of the
faith” (3:9) and “mystery of godliness” (3:16), and all three of these concepts should be
understood as the gospel.7
Paul’s stress on the gospel as truth is not a veiled polemic. He has the false teachers in
Ephesus as his explicit target.8 The content of the teaching that these individuals propagated, as
described by Paul, is generally focused on myths (1:4, 4:7), genealogies (1:4), Jewish law (1:7),
speculation and knowledge (1:4, 6; 6:4, 20), material gain (6:5), and asceticism, including
renouncing marriage and abstaining from certain foods (4:1-5). Paul characterizes the teaching as
deceptive (4:1-3) and immoral (1:19, 20). While any specific discussion of the doctrinal points of
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the false teaching is absent, it can be broadly categorized as a mix of Jewish and pagan
influences.9 Even without doctrinal specifics, Paul’s motivation for writing is clear; he desires
that Timothy and the Ephesian church see the contrast between the truth, i.e. the gospel, and a
lie, i.e. the false teaching. However, it is not merely right doctrine that preoccupies Paul’s mind
and the paragraphs of this epistle. Since a part of the false teaching included wrong practice, e.g.
asceticism (4:1-5), Paul is also concerned about conduct in the church, both church polity (2:83:13) and right living (5:1-6:2). Thus, the whole epistle is concerned with the gospel and the
response to it.
It is within Paul’s focus on the truth and the Ephesian’s response to it that 1 Tim 3:14-16
is found. Kelly calls this passage “the caesura,” the pause between right practice and false
teaching that provides the foundation for Paul’s instructions.10 This pause is not discontinuous
with the flow of the letter as a whole; it follows the earlier interjections of personal notes in 1:3
and 1:18.11 At this pause, though, the heart of the letter is encountered. Paul reveals the doctrine,
the lens through which the whole letter ought to be read, that offers the explicit contrast with the
false teaching.12 With this context in mind, an analysis of the structure and meaning of the
passage itself can be performed.
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The Structure and Meaning of 1 Tim 3:14-16
Ταῦτά σοι γράφω
ἐλπίζων ἐλθεῖν πρὸς σὲ ἐν τάχει·
15
ἐὰν δὲ βραδύνω,
ἵνα εἰδῇς πῶς δεῖ ἐν οἴκῳ θεοῦ ἀναστρέφεσθαι,
ἥτις ἐστὶν ἐκκλησία θεοῦ ζῶντος,
στῦλος καὶ ἑδραίωμα τῆς ἀληθείας.
14

16

καὶ ὁμολογουμένως μέγα ἐστὶν τὸ τῆς εὐσεβείας μυστήριον·
Ὃς
ἐφανερώθη ἐν σαρκί,
ἐδικαιώθη ἐν πνεύματι,
ὤφθη ἀγγέλοις,
ἐκηρύχθη ἐν ἔθνεσιν,
ἐπιστεύθη ἐν κόσμῳ,
ἀνελήμφθη ἐν δόξῃ.

In the above logical progression, this passage is broken out into two sections. The first section,
vv14-15, provides Paul’s reason for the letter, and the second section, v16, provides Paul’s
doctrinal foundation for the instructions contained in the letter. In both sections, this theme of
gospel and response is present. The following sections work through each part of the passage in
turn, providing the immediate context for the Christ-hymn and its interpretation.

1 Timothy 3:14-15
This passage begins with what has been called “clumsy” syntax.13 The main line of thinking of
vv14-15 is Ταῦτά σοι γράφω… ἵνα εἰδῇς πῶς δεῖ ἐν οἴκῳ θεοῦ ἀναστρέφεσθαι. Though Paul
qualifies this statement with a concessive participial clause (ἐλπίζων ἐλθεῖν πρὸς σὲ ἐν τάχει) and
the orphaned protasis of a conditional (ἐὰν δὲ βραδύνω) in between the main and ἵνα clauses, his
point is that this letter is meant to inform Timothy, and the Ephesian church indirectly, how
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members of the household of God should live.14 The intervening clauses lend a sense of urgency
and importance to the instructions contained in the letter.15 Though Paul hopes to see Timothy in
person, the likelihood of a visit anytime soon is decreased by the ἐὰν clause. Knight notes that
the δὲ sets up a contrast between Paul’s hoping to see Timothy and his expecting that the visit
will not happen ἐν τάχει.16 This achieves the effect of heightening the importance of the letter’s
content because Paul sees it as too important to wait for a later time.
What Paul cannot wait to instruct Timothy in is conduct ἐν οἴκῳ θεοῦ. This phrase can
connote either the structure, such as the Temple of God, or the household, as in those who live in
the structure. Since Paul uses architectural language later in the verse, the idea of a house is
likely in view. On the other hand, Paul’s use of the term elsewhere in 1 Timothy carries both
meanings, and the relative clause further describes the οἴκῳ as the ἐκκλησία, which is more
properly understood as a household. Thus, it is best to understand this phrase as carrying both
meanings simultaneously with a slight emphasis on household.17
This nuance is valuable insofar as it offers evidence that στῦλος καὶ ἑδραίωμα τῆς
ἀληθείας modifies ἐκκλησία, which is related to οἴκῳ in this line of thinking, rather than
Timothy.18 With this understanding, Paul’s concern for gospel and response surfaces again. Paul
is urgently concerned about the Ephesian church’s conduct because the church is the “pillar and
buttress of the truth.” This truth is the gospel. Moreover, the church is not the church of Ephesus
but the ἐκκλησία θεοῦ ζῶντος. Paul’s choice of words evokes OT imagery in which the living
and true God is contrasted with dead and false idols. Looking ahead, Paul’s potential allusion to
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the riot at Ephesus in v16 may indicate a sustained polemic against pagan teachings that have
crept into the church.19 Whether this is an allusion or coincidence, Paul’s emphasis on truth and
thus the gospel is clear. However, it is not merely truth that matters to Paul. The things he writes
to Timothy are practical in nature, and they are all meant to give details to the right conduct of
the household of God. Thus, the Ephesian church’s conduct is a daily response to the gospel.

1 Timothy 3:16
After making his case that the Ephesian’s conduct is a response to the gospel message, the truth,
he further clarifies what that truth is. He begins by asserting the certainty of the statement he is
about to make. Knight comments that ὁμολογουμένως carries both a positive meaning,
“agreement by all,” and a negative meaning, “beyond question,” and is coupled with an emphatic
καὶ to drive home the point of affirmation.20 That which is “beyond question” is also μέγα. Quinn
and Wacker view this substantival adjective as “apocalyptic” and related to an “eschatological
theophany.”21 While this may be reading too much into the use of this same adjective in Titus
2:13, the verse as a whole does have an eschatological flavor. By speaking of “the mystery,”
Paul is bringing revelatory significance to the opening of this verse.22 The emphasis on what is
revealed primes the reader for a redemptive-historical point to be made.23 This point is the
elaboration of τὸ τῆς εὐσεβείας μυστήριον, which is equivalent to “the truth” found throughout
the remainder of the letter. Note that “the mystery of godliness” is not merely truth. It is truth
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(μυστήριον) in the context of conduct (εὐσεβείας).24 Thus, the idea of gospel and response is
what Paul intends to elaborate in the Christ-hymn
This elaboration, the second half of verse 16, begins with a grammatical peculiarity. It
begins with ὃς, but there is no antecedent. That this is a peculiarity is attested by the alternate
readings of ὁ and θεὸς instead of ὃς found in some manuscripts.25 Due to the stylized nature of
the second half of the verse, it is not surprising that alternative readings exist. The effort to
resolve the apparent issue of the masculine relative pronoun having no antecedent has led to two
major interpretations: either it introduces the insertion of prepared material—whether hymn,
creed, or other—or it is a mistake.26 Marshall offers a third option, arguing that μυστεριον is
actually referring to Χριστος, so the gender of the relative pronoun was attracted from neuter to
masculine due to Christ being the implied subject of the Christ-hymn.27 This idea is plausible,
but it assumes continuity between the two halves of 3:16, which is not a given.28 Marshall’s
analysis also does not take into consideration that there are NT examples of the masculine
relative pronoun following a noun in another gender without issue (e.g., Matt 28:19; John 6:9;
Gal 4:19; Phil 2:15; Col 2:15, 19).29 Moreover, the relative pronoun can function as a
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grammatical marker for poetry.30 Thus, Marshall’s theory holds no water. Neither does the
argument that ὃς is a mistake, for the witnesses attesting to ὃς are reliable and the alternate
readings can be explained.31 Thus, there is ample evidence that 1 Tim 3:16b is stylized, and is
most likely a hymn with a confessional or creedal flavor.32 With this in mind, a detailed analysis
of the hymn can be conducted.

A Defense of a Two Stanza Solution
From a structural perspective, the most popular reading of 1 Tim 3:16b is that of three stanzas
containing two lines each. This position points out the obvious parallelism between the worldly
realm and spiritual realm, e.g. σαρκί/πνεύματι and ἀγγέλοις/ἔθνεσιν.33 Moreover, Knight points
out that the three couplets present (1) the work of Christ, (2) the proclamation of Christ’s work,
and (3) the acknowledgement of Christ’s work within both the worldly and spiritual realms.34 On
the other hand, Mounce favors viewing the hymn as two stanzas that describe (1) the person and
work of Christ and (2) the response to it. He also argues that the parallelism in the hymn can be
seen in more than one way. The parallelism seen by the proponents of the three stanza solution is
obvious, but lines 1 through 3 seem to develop a redemptive-historical theme and lines 1 and 4, 2
and 5, 3 and 6 seem to have parallel thoughts as well.35 The crux of the interpretation, then, rests
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on how one views the relationship between the first two lines. Specifically, one’s interpretation
of how σαρκί and πνεύματι are related.
Fowl believes that the proper understanding of σαρκί is that of the realm of the flesh. He
argues that to view it as related to Christ’s incarnation specifically confuses “a logical entailment
for an explicit reference in the text. That is, Christ’s appearance in the realm of the flesh
presupposes that Christ had a human body, but the phrase itself simply situates Christ’s
appearance in the realm of the flesh.”36 However, Fowl also says that 1 Tim 3:16b is stylized and
dense, “presenting its story of Christ in only eighteen words.”37 Having admitted this, Fowl does
violence to his own argument when he rejects one meaning of σαρξ for another by appealing to a
meaning of σαρξ not readily apparent. Ultimately, his point is valid in that every reader must
interpret the word based on how it is used in the immediate context. This interpretation must take
into consideration both the author and the source, though. The use of σαρξ here could very well
fit into Paul’s broader usage of the word, or it could be that Paul merely imported the word as it
was found in the hymn, which would not be unprecedented.38
Picking up on the stylized nature of the hymn, Knight argues that “the nearly identical
format of each line should not be construed as requiring the same meaning…The form is a
vehicle for the sense, and when the form will not convey the sense, i.e. in line 3, εν does not
appear.”39 This argument that form need not convey sense can be used for contextual meaning as
well. It is not a given that certain words within a reference will carry the same meaning as those
words in the context of the body of an author’s work. As a hymn of the church, σαρξ could carry
any number of nuances based on, for example, John’s or Jude’s or Paul’s usage. On the other
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hand, it is also not a given that Paul did not want the reader to understand his normal nuance of
σαρξ. In light of this thought, a brief consideration of the possible usages and meanings of σαρξ
is necessary.40 From a NT perspective, three general categories of definition are possible. First,
flesh can refer to the mortality of man as opposed to the immortality of the divine. Ridderbos
calls this usage the “weak, transitory human state.”41 Second, it can refer to the human body in a
general sense. Indeed, this usage even occurs in Paul’s writings when quoting another source
(e.g., 1 Cor 6:16). Third, flesh can signify man’s state of rebellion against God. This usage by
Paul can be seen in Rom 5:8. A further nuance of this option is that this rebellion can be seen not
only as open rebellion but also as performing good works with bad motives (e.g. Phil 3:4-7).
On account of the juxtaposition with πνεύματι, a fourth option is viable. In this view,
σαρξ can by metonymy represent the worldly realm as opposed to the spiritual realm.42 This
usage applies the concept of the weak and transitory individual human nature to the aggregate
human nature. It also implies a separation from the spiritual realm, which connotes rebellion.
In considering how σαρξ is to be understood in this passage based on the options above,
the third option can be eliminated up front. Since the implied grammatical subject of ἐφανερώθη
is Christ, it is untenable to view σαρξ in this way on account of the clear teaching of the deity of
Christ in Paul; Christ cannot be in rebellion against God. Thus, σαρξ can mean the “weak,
transitory human state,” the human body, or the worldly realm. To see σαρξ as merely the human
body misses the antithesis with πνευμα. When in parallel, these two terms ought to carry more
meaning than this, so the second less is unlikely as well. Ridderbos notes that a better way to
understand the parallelism is that “of the redemptive-historical nature: it qualifies the world and
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the mode of existence before Christ as flesh, that is, as the creaturely in its weakness; on the
other hand, the dispensation that has taken effect with Christ as that of the Spirit, i.e., of power,
imperishableness and glory.”43
While it may seem that a contrast of realms is preferable based on Ridderbos’ analysis,
the redemptive-historical focus along with the once hidden but now revealed theme of this
passage more specifically points to the incarnation as the event in view.44 Ridderbos goes on to
say that “It is Christ’s being revealed in the flesh…that is the specific significance of Christ’s life
before the resurrection, and which is to be adored (cf. 1 Tim 3:16a).”45 If this is true, then the
hymn is not merely contrasting the fleshly realm from the spiritual realm, but rather developing a
stylized narrative of redemptive history. The first line focuses on incarnation and the second line
focuses on resurrection.46 And if that is true, then to couple only the first two lines is to miss a
key part of redemptive history. This is because ὤφθη ἀγγέλοις is best interpreted as Christ’s
ascension/glorification. Thus, the first three lines form a coherent unit describing three key
redemptive-historical events in the life of Christ, incarnation, resurrection, and ascension.47
A brief treatment of the third line is useful here in order to affirm the interpretation that
the third line advances the redemptive-historical line of thinking in the first two lines. οραω can
be understood as “become visible, appear” when it is passive. It is “mostly of beings that make
their appearance in a transcendent manner” and “almost always with the dative of the person to
whom they appear” (BDAG, 719). This is the case for the risen Christ in Luke 24:34; Acts 9:17,
13:31, 26:16a; 1 Cor 15:5-8. Heb 9:28 does not follow this pattern, though, as it has the Second
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Coming in view. An alternative definition is “to experience a condition or event, experience,
witness,” though the word is never used in the passive with this meaning. Thus, elsewhere ὤφθη
has the sense of the appearance of the risen Christ. However, this does not resolve whether these
appearances should be related to the resurrection, ascension, or second coming. In effect, angels
saw the risen Christ at all three events. Knight notes that ὤφθη is always used in the NT to refer
to resurrection appearances, though he does leave room for interpreting this occurrence as the
ascension.48 On the other hand, the immediate context of this verse seems to be building from
incarnation to resurrection to ascension. Mounce argues that in light of such a progression this
line should be interpreted as Christ’s “victorious ascent.”49 Kelly claims that what it “is in fact
stressing is the worship accorded by angelic powers to the ascending, glorified Christ.”50 By
viewing line 3 as the ascension, the continuity of the first three lines is maintained. This
continuity is preferable to viewing only the first two lines as a unit because the three lines more
completely describe the gospel in redemptive-historical language. Thus, the first half of the
hymn proclaims the gospel, albeit in a dense and stylized way.
The last three lines are more straightforward, though. The subject of these lines, as well
as the previous ones, is Christ. In lines 4 and 5, Christ is preached in the nations and believed on
in the world. These lines concern the response to the doctrine of the first three lines.51 The person
and work of Christ must be preached to the nations (Matt 28:18-20; Acts 1:8; Rom 10:11-15); it
is the required response of those who were eye-witnesses.52 This is a strongly redemptivehistorical outlook on the gospel and response theme, which is expected based on the priming
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influence of the first half of this verse. The response to preaching is belief that comes about
throughout the whole world.53 Note also that the subject of ἐπιστεύθη is still Christ, so there is a
further emphasis not merely on belief but belief in Christ, who is described in the first three lines
of the hymn.54 The last line of the hymn emphasizes the exaltation of Christ. Since line 3 is
probably focused on Christ’s ascension, it is more likely that this line has a sense of exaltation
and glory rather than ascension.55 It describes the result of believer’s believing in him, namely
his glorification. Thus, the second half of the hymn describes the response to the gospel.
The parallelism within the Christ-hymn hints at a complex relationship between all six
lines. While any one structure may be defensible on its own, one must remember that Paul
included this hymn at a critical juncture in the letter. The themes throughout the letter ought to
inform any interpretation of the hymn and vice versa. Because Paul is primarily concerned about
life and doctrine in the rest of the letter, an interpretation of the hymn that sees this theme is
preferable to one that sees a new contribution to the letter’s theme. The above analysis offers a
credible gospel and response interpretation of the Christ-hymn, and so it is preferable to a merely
Christologically focused interpretation.

Conclusion
When Paul wrote his first letter to Timothy, he had many practical matters on his mind. False
teachers in Ephesus were teaching bad doctrine and perverted practice. Due to the serious nature
of the problem, Paul saw fit to send a letter to Timothy to warn against these false teachers and to
provide instruction on proper conduct in the household of the living God. These practical
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concerns were not divorced from theological concerns, though. The false teachers were
propagating a lie, but Christians have the truth. The false teachers were teaching a distorted
response to the gospel, but there is a proper response. Paul’s overwhelming concern for gospel
and response can be seen throughout the letter. In order to provide an explicit doctrinal position
to defend his concerns for the truth and the Ephesian church’s response to it, Paul quotes a hymn
at the conceptual heart of the letter. While many commentators see this hymn as a Christological
exposition, this interpretation misses the point. This hymn is the doctrinal basis for his concern
about gospel and response. In that light, it is better interpreted as a two stanza quotation that
focuses on the person and work of Jesus Christ in the first stanza and the response of the world in
the second. This reading lends continuity between the larger theme of the epistle and the theme
of the theological heart of the letter.

