Text: Acts 16:1-5

Title: Discovery of Timothy

Truth: Avoid unnecessary hindrances for the gospel ministry.
Date/Location: Saturday August 3, 2013 at FBC Men’s Prayer and Expanded
Sunday August 4, 2013, and 8/7/2024 at FBC

Introduction

Remember the origin of this second missionary journey with the “loss” of
John Mark. God provided more manpower for Paul’s team in the person
of Timothy.

I. Timothy’s Background, v. 1-2

A. Paul says in 2 Tim 3:15 that Timothy was taught the Bible from youth.
B. 2 Tim 1:5 says he is a believer with believing mother and grandmother.

C. He had an exceptionally good reputation among the believers in the area.
He was a young man being called into ministry by God, and into a first-
rate training program—the apostolic school of theology and ministry! But
before that, he had the confirmation of the churches in Lystra and
Iconium. The Christians there saw the ministry of this young man already
and saw his potential.

D. Evidently, he had an unbelieving father. Not because the father was a
Greek, but because the text calls out his mother’s belief but
conspicuously does not say anything about his father except that he was
a Greek.

E. See Philippians 2:19-22 regarding Timothy’s character.

Il. Timothy’s Circumcision, v. 3

A. Fact. Paul circumcised Timothy. Now that he was older and would be out
of his dad’s household, he could agree to that decision himself.
Circumcision was quite a step of dedication to the missionary work he
was about to embark on!

B. Reason. This is a strange situation and requires explanation, because we
just spent an entire chapter learning that circumcision is not required for
salvation or sanctification. So why did Paul direct Timothy to do that?
Because Timothy was a Jewish person due to his mother’s lineage. But
the family followed the father’s culture, and he did not have his son
circumcised on the 8™ day, nor ever.
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The reason was to avoid offense to the Jews in the region (“because of
the Jews that were in that region”). They knew Timothy’s father was a
Greek, and so as the head of his home would not have allowed Timothy
to be circumcised. Timothy's identity as a Jew was incomplete; and
Timothy was not a Gentile because of his mother, so he was in a no-
man’s land. As a cultural thing, Jews would have been offended, taken
aback, or whatever word you want to use, that Timothy was not fully
identified with their people, with Abraham, etc. He would “not be one of
us” unless he was circumcised. This would be an unnecessary hindrance
for the ministry of the gospel, and Paul and Timothy did not want such
hindrances. Rather, they wanted their situation to be expedient for the
gospel.

C. Was it required? No. It does not seem important since they were
ministering in primarily Gentile areas and Paul was the apostle to the
Gentiles. But he still would visit synagogues and minister to Jews, usually
for short times in each area where he went.

D. Why was Titus not circumcised but Timothy was?

1. First of all, and most significant, Titus was a Greek (Gal. 2:3) and
therefore circumcision was not natural for him like it would be for the
Jew Timothy. Gentiles simply had no reason to be circumcised. And
being circumcised late in life would have been tantamount to him
becoming a Jew to obtain or retain salvation. The false brothers were
pushing Titus to “become a Jew.” Timothy was already a Jew, having a
Jewish—and believing—mother (Acts 16:1), and therefore circumcision
was a normal situation for him.

2. The Titus situation concerned false brothers trying to bring believers
into bondage (Gal. 2:4). You cannot “give in” to such people and false
doctrine. The Timothy situation concerned unbelieving Jews in the
region who knew his father was a Greek (Acts 16:3), and therefore
would have found it a stumbling block to have him minister to them.
True brothers in Lystra and Iconium gave a good report about
Timothy.

3. Titus was in a situation where the gospel doctrine was at stake, much
like in Acts 15. On the other hand, Timothy was a situation where
long-term, future ministry for the sake of the gospel was at stake.
Paul recommended to remove obstacles to gospel ministry wherever
that was possible (1 Cor. 9:20). And this is the case even though Paul
was primarily ministering to Gentiles.



E. Application: Would you do what Timothy did, or something like it? Think
about this. If God asked you to do something this invasive and private for
the sake of the gospel, would you do it? If He asked you to do something
hard for the gospel, would you do it?

F. What about Galatians 5:2-4 (and 3:10)? What this passage means is that
whoever receives circumcision with a view toward improving their
standing with God is obligated to keep the entire law. These folks are
ones who rely on the works of the law, who have fallen from grace and
are trying to be justified by the law. These folks would have to keep the
entire law for that to work, a hypothetical which is impossible and would
without fail lead to eternal destruction.

Timothy and Paul were not that type. They were not converting to
Judaism or converting to a law-based salvation approach in this matter of
circumcision.

Ill. The Important Kind of Circumcision for All Believers

Galatians 6:15-16 indicates that physical circumcision is not what matters,
but rather a new creation. This new creation is sometimes spoken of
under the figure of speech of circumcision. How it works is this: physical
circumcision was an important and well understood ritual by Old
Testament Jews. God had Moses use that well-known idea as a figure of
speech to explain what needs to happen to a person’s heart for them to
be right with God. And then Paul picked that up and reiterated that it is
the same thing today. God must circumcise your heart. You can be as
Jewish as possible but if you do not have this circumcision of heart, you
are not a partner in the faith of Abraham.

A. Deut. 10:16 — stop being stubborn and get your heart right before God.

B. Deut. 30:6 — with the result of loving God with all your heart. There is a
spiritual covering on the heart that needs to be removed to open it to
really love God. Circumcision is the equivalent of regeneration. It is a
work of God. It is a command to man (10:16) but we do not believe that
a man or woman can do it without God’s work in their heart.

C. Jer. 4:4. Here circumcision has to do with returning to God, getting rid of
idolatry and other evil deeds.

D. Rom 2:29. A “real Jew” is an ethnic Jew who also has his heart
circumcised as mentioned in the Old Testament. This is an operation that
is internal and by the Spirit of God, not by the Law.



E. Colossians 2:11. God does this spiritual circumcision on every believer—
without hands, not on the physical body, but in putting off (cutting off)
the body of the sins of the flesh. This sounds an awful lot like Romans 6,
does it not, with the deposing of the body of sin? Christ does this work
on us through the Spirit, changing our hearts.

IV. Paul’s Continuing Ministry, v. 4-5

A. Paul delivered the results of the Jerusalem Council. This is an important
little body of information for the new churches. The decisions made by
the council were considered binding. They were “decrees” or “dogma”
(Greek). This is an ordinance, decision, or command, sometimes used of
a decree of Caesar, or an established tenet or statement of doctrine.

B. Is avoiding things strangled or blood binding on us today? The things

stated in 15:20 and 29 were violations of the Law of Moses that would be
repugnant to Jews, besides being associated with idolatry. We should
avoid these things, particularly if we are in any kind of Jewish work.

C. Strengthening the churches in faith and in numbers. Both were results of
Paul and Timothy’s ministry.

Conclusion

Paul did not allow the matter of circumcision to become a hindrance to the
gospel. He also did not allow it to supplant the gospel. Instead, he took
care of the matter with Timothy and then continued earnestly in the

Great Commission. They saw God increase the membership of the
churches and strengthen them in the faith.

Both things are important: strengthening (Acts 14:22, 15:32, 15:41, 16:5,
18:23) and increasing in numbers (Acts 5:14, 16:5). Keep at both tasks
until the Lord returns and leave the results in God’s hands.
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