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Training Ourselves for Godliness:  1 Timothy 4:1-12 
Portions adapted from “Being Godly when nobody is looking,” Joe La Rue @ SermonCentral.Com 

 

 

The 1968 Olympics were held in Mexico City. It’s not the 
easiest place to have the Olympics because of the 
terrible pollution and the high altitude. Thus, their 26-
mile marathon, was one of the best tests of endurance 
in Olympic history. Altogether, 75 highly-trained runners 
started this race and 18 of them never finished it. 

 

One of the runners who did finish was John Stephen Akhwari from Tanzania even 
though midway through the race he took a bad fall which dislocated his shoulder and 
tore a hole in his knee. By the time he approached the finish line, nearly two hours 
after the winner from Ethiopia, the official timekeepers had put away their watches and 
the awards ceremony was already under way. When the organizers were told there was 
still one runner laboring toward the finish line, however, the news was broadcast on 
local radio and fans returned to cheer him on. The stadium lights were turned back on, 
and Akhwari ran the last lap to resounding applause. Bloodied and bandaged, he 
hobbled around the track, crossed the finish line, and collapsed. When a reporter asked 
him why he did not quit the race, he replied, “My country did not send me 5,000 miles 
to start the race, they sent me 5,000 miles to finish it.”   Akhwari could have quit, but 
he kept going.  He was determined to finish the race that he had so long trained for. He 
refused to stop until he crossed the finish line. 

 

According to today’s text, this is also what God is looking for among us who name 
ourselves Christians. That being nourished from the words of scripture and sound 
theology and not allowing ourselves to be tripped up by profane myths or speculative 
theories, we faithfully finish our race towards the goal of godly living. 

 

I am sure that God is deeply grieved through the years as He watches so many 
“Christians” bailing on their faith; deciding that the life of faith is either too demanding, 
or they just don’t have time for it in their busy lives, or that it isn’t leading towards what 
they want out of life.  Perhaps, they never had any real faith to begin with, so they just  
quit the race, either by completely dropping church out of their weekly schedule, or 
they just stop running and sit down on the course; they may still be in church some 
Sundays, but they have been spiritually drifting for decades. 

 

Let’s be honest, living as a faithful Christian is like running a marathon.   The race is 
long, life long, there will always be hazards in your path – and surprise, even evil 
people - seeking to trip you up or lure you off the course.   
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Coming to God in faith is easy. It is simply a matter of admitting that you have been 
running the wrong way without God, then turning around, asking God to bring you into 
His family and to lead you down the right paths.  But after that, you are expected to be 
growing up as a Child of God, which requires that you keep following God’s guidelines 
for becoming a mature Christian.  This takes self-discipline, perseverance, and it 
also demands training.  How many of you have thought that you actually needed to 
train at living the Christian life?  That is what Paul is telling Timothy in our text this 
morning.    

---------------------------------- 

 

So in order to run this life-long race with God, let’s first get a look at the finish line; to 
see what the goal of true godliness looks like and what are some of the traps along the 
way that are waiting make us stumble and fall. Then let’s learn which godly disciplines 
will truly help us to run this race successfully. 

 

First, here is the goal of Christian living.   After Paul planted a Church in the town of 
Ephesus, he left behind his mature disciple Timothy, writing him two letters with 
instructions on how to train these young Christians to grow up in the life that they 
should now be living for God. This is how Paul described the goal of Christian living: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tina Turner famously sung, “what’s love got to do with it?”  The answer that love which 
comes from a pure heart has everything to do with it!  The Apostle John described such 
pure hearted love this way.  Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from 
God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does 
not know God, for God is love  (1 John 4:7-8).   

 

Think about this: Love, more specifically “parental love,”  defines the basic nature of 
God. But love also demands a relationship (if you’re the last person living on a desert 
island you won’t have much need for love).  Since God created humanity in His image 
to live in a loving relationship both with Himself and others, He intentionally created 
them in two halves, male and female, so that they would need each other and be 
drawn together into a complementary relationship defined by their desire to care for 
each other, the two becoming one flesh; that is why marriage is the very first command 
written in the Bible (Genesis 2:18-25). It is also the best example of human love that 

the aim of such instruction is:  

1. love that comes from a pure heart,  

2. a good conscience,  

3. and sincere faith. 

1 Timothy 1:5 
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comes from a pure heart: a husband and wife’s love for each other and as co-creators, 
parents, their love for the children that together they bring into the world and work to 
raise up to maturity.   I have long believed that a couple’s pure hearted sacrificial love 
for each other and for their children is the best living example we can see of God’s love 
for us.  

 

Thus, when humanity rebelled against God the Father, taking themselves and His 
creation into exile, out of love for his lost family, God had a plan to bring us back home 
to Himself; for God so loved He gave … (John 3:16).  Our Bible is in essence God’s love 
letter to us, expressing His desire and plans for our rescue and restoration, which will 
one day culminate with God and humanity once again living in a garden in a pure 
loving relationship with both Himself and all others; having a good conscience – 
nothing to regret – and a sincere wholehearted faith; harboring no doubts, keeping 
no secrets. 

 

Of course if there is pure-hearted love, then in our fallen world there is also twisted 
love, selfish love.  Paul warned Timothy that those people who were departing from the 
faith by promoting “different doctrines” and “profane myths,” that were causing 
divisions within God’s family, were actually “hypocrites” (mask wearers) and liars, 
whose “consciences were seared by a hot iron”  (1:3-4, 4:2).  In other words these 
people no longer knew truth from lies, were not even living up to the standards that 
they were imposing on others, and they were causing divisions within the congregation. 
That is what false love looks like.  As Jesus said, by their fruits you shall know them  
(Matthew 17:16-15).   

 

And here is a surprise, Paul said that these false teachers did not come up with such 
false teachings on their own, but rather – whether knowing it or not – they were being 
influenced by deceitful spirits and demonic forces (4:1).  Jim Jones, David Koresh, many 
preachers in the pulpits across our land, or those who greet us when we turn on the 
t.v. are not being moved by their own twisted inspiration, but have come under the 
influence of the enemy who is always intentionally seeking to pull people away from 
God (cf. John 8:44, 2 Corinthians 11:13-15)..   

 

Thus we need to pay attention to the Biblical warning that  “our struggle is not against 
enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the 
heavenly places.” Ephesians 6:12.  As C.S. Lewis noted, we have never met a mere 
human, but rather an angel or a devil in the making.  Not all people are as they 
seem.   

 

But you can always tell those whose love comes from a pure heart by the way they 
treat the people around them.  That is why Jesus commanded us to love one another 
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as much as he loved us.  Because such pure hearted love, from a clear conscience and 
a sincere faith is the surest indicator of God living within.  By your fruit people will know 
who you truly love.  

 

So if the goal of our Christian life is to develop this pure godly love that comes from a 
clear conscience and sincere faith, then what are the hazards to our attaining these 
qualities. 

 

Paul has already warned us of demonically inspired false teachers who have been 
planted in our path to cause dissension within the Christian congregation and your faith 
to stumble.  Whether it is someone’s casual suggestion that weekends at the lake would 
be much longer if you didn’t have to break for church, or whether it is another one of 
those apparently new but actually quite old, often repeated heresies promising to make 
you more spiritual through rituals of self denial (cf. Colossians 2:20-23).   

 

Why do you think that denial of marriage and of the eating of certain foods often come 
up in these false spiritual self-help plans?   

 

The Greeks originally came up with this idea of self-denial as a means of developing a 
higher form of spirituality.  And once this twisted idea infected the church, it has 
plagued us ever since.  This idea of celibacy for the sake of spirituality is 
completely contradictory to the Bible’s teachings.  Humans are sexual creatures, 
it is perhaps our most powerful drive.  God designed us this way to pull men and 
women towards each other into a singular mutually supportive relationship.  God’s 
answer to our sex drive is marriage which He has called “good”.  It is the very first 
command given in the Bible.  It is the normative state for an adult man and woman to 
live in.  Jesus taught that while some have been forced into or given a gift for celibacy, 
for most people marriage is the norm (Matthew 19:3-12).  Even the old bachelor Paul 
agreed, that marriage is the preferred state for all men and women and that a good 
marriage is an indicator of a good church leader, though perhaps during troubled times, 
it might be postponed but never denied (1 Timothy3:2-6, cf. 1 Corinthians 7).  So this 
idea of seeking spirituality by permanently denying one’s sexual drives is 
straight from the great liar himself who seeks to destroy humans by denying 
them what God called “good.”  Look at the damage this one fallacy has caused the 
church through the ages.  

 

 

 

 

 

For everything created by God is good, 

 and nothing is to be rejected,  

provided it is received with thanksgiving; 

1 Timothy 4:4 
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The same goes for food.  In blessing Adam and Eve, God told them that, except from 
the tree of knowledge of good and evil,  everything was given to them for food, and 
that this was good; this is how God’s word has sanctified all foods (Genesis 1:28—31, 1 
Timothy 4:5).  Yes, the Hebrew nation was given certain dietary restrictions largely to 
single them out as a unique people dedicated as God’s priests to the world with their 
very lives teaching metaphorical lessons in purity and holiness: such as not boiling a kid 
in its mother’s milk, not sowing a field with two different kinds of seed, not wearing a 
blended fabric ( Deuteronomy 14:21, 34:26, Leviticus 19:19).  But when Jewish 
Christians tried to force gentile Christians to live by these same kosher laws, 
this was completely rejected by the council of apostles in Jerusalem (Acts 15).  
Gentiles have never been bound by any dietary laws because everything created by 
God is good, and nothing is to be rejected, provided it is received with thanksgiving. 

 

So, the one requirement for Christian dining is to remember that everything you eat is 
to be received as a gift from God and should acknowledged as such by offering up a 
prayer of thanksgiving. Thus when you come across any religious teaching that claims 
to make you more spiritual by not eating certain types of food – usually meat – you 
now know that no such idea came from God.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So now let’s look at those practices that will truly make you more godly. 

 

1. Unless you are one of those few who have been given the gift of celibacy, then 
living in a faithful, mutually submissive, loving marriage is the normative state for 
all adults, is one of the first conditions for a godly life, and a prime indicator of 
such among Christian leaders. 

 

2. By treating all foods, in fact every other good thing in your life, as a gift from 
God to be gratefully received and dedicated back to God’s service with prayers of 
thanksgiving.   

 

3. By avoiding vane myths and novel ideas on how to attain a higher level of 
spirituality but rather by being nourished on the words of faith and sound 
doctrine which comes from the Bible 

Train yourself in godliness, for,  

while physical training is of some value,  

godliness is valuable in every way,  

holding promise for both the present life  

and the life to come. 

1 Timothy 4:7-8 
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4. by incorporating physical training as part of your spiritual training.  Yes there is a 
proper place for exercise and physical fitness in the Christian life; not as means 
of self-worship but as a way of honoring the temple of God that your body has 
become.  Paul agreed; physical training is of some value.  It is good to try to 
keep a healthy weight, to strengthen your muscles so that you can better run the 
race that God has laid out for you. 

 

5. by always anchoring you hope (of salvation) and purpose for life in the Living 
God who wants to save all people;  yes, following Jesus’ Great Commission is 
always a requirement for godly living. 

 

6. And by training yourself to make your life an example of godliness in your 
speech, conduct, love, faith, purity. 

 

BUT, None of these characteristics for godliness will naturally begin developing in your 
life unless you set them as a goal for your life.  This where the idea of SPIRITUAL 
TRAINING comes in. 

 

Interestingly, the Greek word  - “gumnadzo” - that we translate as “training” literally 
means to “exercise naked,” which was the usual way Greek athletes exercised; this is 
from where we get our English word “gymnasium.” But here, Paul is using the word 
figuratively to indicate that training for godliness is mostly done inwardly, where the 
Christian is always naked before God; nothing hidden even if we wanted to hide it. 

 

So godliness training must begin in our most inward, personal, private selves, where 
God’s Spirit resides as our teacher, coach, source of spiritual power, and primary 
cheerleader, urging us on to the finish.  This verb is also imperative which indicates that 
you keep on doing it. In other words, training ourselves to be godly is a lifelong 
commitment to a lifelong discipline.  

 

The word “godly” describes a manner of life, born of faith and lived in such a way that 
God is honored and others are confronted with His truth as they see us striving for 
holiness. “Godly” means that we are trying to be like God, or more imaginably like 
Jesus; developing in our lives those characteristics that Jesus displayed, such as love, 
and faith, and purity, and generosity, and kindness.  

 

“Godly” doesn’t mean that we are perfect. It means that we are struggling to live up to 
God’s standards, that we are doing our best to live lives that are pleasing to God and in 
honoring Him are convicting to others (Matthew 5:16).  
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Yes, physical exercise does some good. It helps you slim down and improves your 
health. It has some value. But someday you’ll still die; it’s not of eternal value. But 
spiritual training, that produces godly lives – has value both now and later. Which is, 
that we will grow up, developing a pure love, a clear conscience, and a sincere faith 
that no longer struggles with doubts.  And at the same time we will drawing others to 
Him because of our conduct.  This also has promise for the life to come – as we enter 
Heaven hopefully to hear those words, well done good and faithful servant.  

---------------------------- 

 

 

 

 

 

So, how do we do it? How do we train ourselves to be godly? How do we 
develop the type of godly character that stays true to God, even when we’re away from 
church or by ourselves and Satan is tempting us to compromise our faith by doing or 
saying things we know are wrong?  

 

First, it’s important that we make a spiritual commitment! 

 

The Psalmist wrote, “I have taken an oath and confirmed it, that I will follow your 
righteous laws.” (119:106 NIV).  He is talking about a spiritual commitment to be godly! 
Without this type of commitment, our godliness is going to be hit and miss at best. 
Now, this may seem obvious, but you would be surprised at the number of 
Christians who have never really made any type of real commitment to godly 
living. 

 

There are some Christians who when they hear sermons about godliness think, “Yeah, 
the minister’s right. We should live better!” But then they leave church that morning 
without ever committing to God that they are going to start living better! And without 
that commitment, they fall when temptation arises, and they come back to church the 
next Sunday wondering what’s wrong with them and why they give in to sin so easily. 
You and I both know why – it’s because they haven’t made a commitment to be any 
different. 

 

It’s like all those New Year’s resolutions,  which according to one survey are 95% 
forgotten by January 13th.  Just like with physical exercise or dieting. You’ve got to 
make a commitment that you’re going to do it, or else you probably won’t do it for very 
long. It’s painful sometimes, and there are other things you could be doing that would 
be more fun than going to work out for an hour or two. But, if you’re going to be 
serious about physical fitness, you’ve got to make a commitment. You’ve got to say to 

So how do we train ourselves to be godly? 

1. make and stick to a SPIRITUAL COMMITMENT to 

2. SPEND PLENTY OF TIME WITH GOD (in study and prayer) 
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yourself, “I’m going to do this!” It’s the same with spiritual training. You’ve got to 
commit yourself to God, “I want to be godly!”  In order to take this seriously. You’ve 
got to. 

 

The Bible says, “submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee 
from you.” (James 4:7). Making the commitment to submit our will to God is the key.  
We need to prayerfully – especially in our daily prayers say “God, I want to live my life 
today in a way that honors you!” And then, when the devil brings temptation, having 
that type of commitment will help us resist him! 

 

There are some Christians who mean well, but they’ve never made this type of 
commitment. They want to do better, they don’t understand why they always seem to 
fall prey to the same old sins; it is because they haven’t even taken the first step! 

 

Then, there are other Christians who are, quite frankly, just going through the motions 
of Christianity. Their motto is, “I love to sin and God loves to forgive, so this is a win-
win relationship!” They’re not even trying, and they’re not concerned about it at all. 
They’re confident that they’re saved, within God’s grace, and the idea of training 
themselves to be godly seems like a real downer that they just don’t need. 

 

They don’t realize the peril they’re putting themselves in. While the Bible clearly teaches  
that we are not saved on account of what we do, but rather because of what Christ did, 
it also says that those who are really saved will live godly lives! James even 
goes so far as to say in his letter that faith without works is barren  (James2:14-21) . 
That means that if we are not doing the types of things that spring from a godly life, we 
can’t be sure that our faith is real. We can’t just sit back and say, “I believe! I believe!” 
when our actions scream, “NO I DON’T!” 

 

It is vitally important that we make a spiritual commitment that we are going to pursue 
godliness. We’re going to train for it, we’re going to commit ourselves to it, knowing 
that sometimes we’ll fail, but as we keep training our failures will become fewer and our 
successes more frequent. And remember why we do it: spiritual training to be 
godly has promise, the Bible says, both for this life and for the life to come. 

 

So, we make a spiritual commitment to God that we are going to pursue 
godliness.  Then the second most important step for living godly lives is to  
SPEND TIME WITH GOD! 

 

While I was born and raised in Atlanta Georgia, I never had a strong southern accent; 
high school choir tends to tone down the twang.  But when I moved up among the 
Swedes of Minnesota after a while I picked up a northern accent which  my family 
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gleefully pointed out when I visited back home. Just by being around people who had a 
different accent, I had acquired it. Same thing is true with godliness. If you want to 
have the characteristics that God has; if you want to live a godly life, you’ve got to 
spend time with God! 

 

If we want to be godly, we’ve got to get to know God, and the only way we can do that 
is by spending time with Him and the members of His family; studying our Bibles alone 
and together, talking to Him and listening in prayer alone and together; together 
building each other up until we all reach maturity and unity in our faith ( Ephesians 
4:14-16). 

 

The people that I have most admired for their godly lives are people who have been 
deeply committed to prayer and Bible reading. And I am convinced that once a person 
has made a spiritual commitment to pursue godliness, there is a direct correlation 
between the time they spend in prayer and Bible reading, and the level of godliness 
they realize in their lives. Again the Psalmist declares, “I have hidden your word in my 
heart, that I might not sin against you,” (119:11) “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a 
light for my path.” (119:105).   The idea is that, as we study God’s word and get to 
know Him through his word, our tendency toward sin becomes less and less and our 
tendency toward making godly choices -- even in our private moments -- becomes 
greater and greater. 

 

Same thing happens as we spend time in prayer to God. As we converse with him, he 
speaks to our hearts, and we grow closer to him, we grow to be like him. If we really 
want to train to be godly, we’ve got to commit to spending time with God and training 
yourself for godliness. 

 

Let’s pray about this.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


