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PAUL’S VIEW OF THE “APPROPRIATE USE OF THE LAW” IN 1 TIMOTHY 1:3–11

1 Tim 1:3–11

3 Just as I exhorted you when I went to Macedonia, stay in Ephesus to command 
certain men neither to teach different doctrine, 4 nor to pay attention to myths and
endless genealogies which cause useless speculations rather than furthering the 
stewardship from God which is carried out by faith. 5 Now, the goal of this 
command is love that comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a 
sincere faith. 6 After they have left these things, certain men have turned aside to 
useless words 7 because they want to be “teachers of the Law”—although they 
understand neither the things they are saying, nor the things about which they 
confidently affirm. 8 But we know that the Law is good—provided one uses it 
appropriately— 9 because we know that the law does not exist for a righteous 
person, but for the lawless and rebellious, the ungodly and sinners, the unholy 
and worldly, for those who kill their father or mother, for murderers, 10 the 
sexually immoral, pederasts, kidnappers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is 
contrary to the healthy teaching 11 which is in accord with the glorious good news
concerning the blessed God, which was entrusted to me.1

I. Introduction

Debate over the relationship between Christians and the Old Testament Law is one of the most 

important, and yet most hotly debated questions in the history of the church. Even within the 

pages of the New Testament, it is one of the first and major controversies that the early church 

had to deal with.2 While the apostolic writings give clear instruction that one is justified by faith 

alone, apart from works of the Law (Rom 3:21–26; Gal 2:16), there is ongoing debate to this day 

regarding the relationship between the OT Law and the Christian.3

1 Translations are the author’s unless otherwise indicated.
2 I refer here to the question of whether gentile Christians must be circumcised and keep the Law of Moses 

(cf. Acts 15 and Paul’s letter to the Galatians).
3 Two important aspects of the debate are: 1. does the Mosaic Law (or a part of it, such as the Decalogue) 
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In this discussion, the Apostle Paul provides an important contribution. His writings make

up a large part of the New Testament epistles, he deals explicitly with questions regarding the 

relationship between the law and the gospel, and his rabbinic training make him an especially 

complex thinker. However, Paul’s view on the Law is anything but clear.4 This means that the 

way forward will be to examine carefully each particular piece of the puzzle of Paul’s view on 

the Law, attempting to understand it in its own context, and then relating it to the other passages 

that address the topic.

This paper will attempt to make some progress in the question of Paul’s view of the use 

of the Law, and specifically the question of whether or not it is an ethical guide for the Christian, 

by focusing in one one particular passage, 1 Timothy 1:3–11. This passage is important for this 

topic because it explicitly (though not exhaustively) deals with this topic. The paper will argue 

that 1 Timothy 1:3–11 teaches that the Law is properly used as an ethical guide to identify that 

which opposes God and his ways. It will then attempt to show that when this passage is 

synthesized with the broader constellation of Paul’s teaching, there is room in his thought for the 

Law to be used as an ethical guide in the life of a believer, though there is more to Christian 

ethics than simply expounding the Law.

have a continuing role as a rule of life for people to day, or are they under a different rule? 2. Should the Law be 
viewed primarily primarily in terms of its soteriological function, or in terms of its ecclesiological function? For 
helpful start in examining some of the questions raised among evangelicals, see Wayne G. Strickland, ed. Five Views
on Law and Gospel (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999). For the questions about the Law raised in the broader 
scholarly field, see Douglas Moo, “Article Review: Paul and the Law in the Last Ten Years.” Scottish Journal of 
Theology 40 (1987): 287–307. While it is slightly dated, it is an excellent discussion regarding some of the works 
that have helped frame many of the questions in the contemporary debate among NT scholars. Also helpful is 
Donald A. Hagner, “Paul and Judaism, The Jewish Matrix of Early Christianity: Issues in the Current Debate,” 
Bulletin for Biblical Research 3 (1993) 111–130; also the bibliography in George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the 
New Testament (Rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 538–539.

4 So Brian S. Rosner says that “understanding Paul’s relationship to the Law of Moses is fraught with 
difficulty” (Brian S. Rosner, Paul and the Law: Keeping the Commandments of God [NSBT 31; Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2013], 19).
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II. The Interpretation of 1 Timothy 1:3–11

This first section will discuss the introductory matters, and then exegete the passage in light of 

the question at hand.

Background of 1 Timothy

The letter of 1 Timothy, based on a conservative approach to the authorship and date, was likely 

written by the Apostle Paul between AD 60, when he was probably released from his first Roman

imprisonment, and AD 66, when he was likely imprisoned a second time before his martyrdom.5 

The recipient of the letter was Timothy, one of Paul’s “apostolic delegates,” who had been 

charged with the oversight of the Ephesian church in light of some false teaching that had arisen 

there (1 Tim 1:3–4).6 1 Timothy was written, then, to confront the false teaching, as well as to 

give other important instructions for the right order of the church.7

While it may not be possible to reconstruct with absolute confidence the false teaching 

with which Paul is contending, there are some indications of its characteristics that can be culled 

from the Pastoral Epistles (PE) as a group. While Andreas J. Köstenberger, L. Scott Kellum, and 

Charles L. Quarles are right to note that the opponents may not necessarily be the same in all of 

the PE, there are some commonalities that allow them to be discussed together to some degree.8

5 Andreas J. Köstenberger, L. Scott Kellum, and Charles L. Quarles, The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown:
An Introduction to the New Testament (Nashville: B & H Academic, 2009); on authorship, see 638–642; on date, see
644. A basically conservative approach to authorship is adopted here. Though many scholars today doubt Pauline 
authorship of the Pastoral Epistles, there are good reasons to hold to it. See ibid., 638–642.

6 Köstenberger, et. al. The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown, 637.
7 Ibid., 646.
8 Ibid., 645. Along with the caution voiced by Köstenberger, et. al., Philip H. Towner helpfully points out 

that there is more likely to be continuity between the opponents in 1 and 2 Timothy than either of the other two and 
Titus because they were written to the same recipient (Philip H. Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus [NICNT; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006], 41). On the other hand, William D. Mounce provides a somewhat compelling case 
based on lexical similarities between 1 Tim 1:3–6 and Tit 1:10–15 that 1 Timothy and Titus address the same, or 
similar kinds of false teaching (William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles [WBC 46; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2000], 
15).
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Robert J. Karris analyzes the Pastoral Epistles and posits that the author is using 

traditional polemical attacks against his opponent, and specifically that he is characterizing his 

opponents negatively.9 Several of these characteristics that he charges his opponents with in 1 

Timothy are that they are greedy (6:5) and they engage in “verbal disputes” and “quibbles” (1:4, 

6; 4:2; 6:4).10 These characterizations focus more on their ethical lives than on their teaching.

Oskar Skarsaune accepts Karris’ description of the false teachers, and adds that there are 

“a few sayings which are not part of the traditional schema, and which actually seem to contain 

authentic scraps of the doctrine of the heretics.”11 He lists the following from 1 Timothy:

1:4 ‘occupying themselves with myths and endless genealogies...’
1:7 desiring to be teachers of the law, without understanding either what they are 

saying or the things about which they make assertions’
4:3 ‘they forbid marriage and enjoin abstinence from foods’ 

9 Robert J. Karris, “The Background and Significance of the Polemic of the Pastoral Epistles,” JBL 92 
(1973), 549–550. He says that this traditional polemic was used by philosophers in order to 1. “cause aversion for 
[their opponents] and sympathy for the writer’s position in the minds of his readers,” 2. “to disassociate their 
teaching from that of [their opponents],” and 3. “to demonstrate who had the right to and actually did impart genuine
wisdom and truth” (p. 556). He identifies six accusations that the author of the PE makes that he believes comes 
from these traditional categories: 1. “greed,” 2. deception, 3. “not [practicing] what they preach,” 4. “verbal 
disputes, quibbles,” 5. “categories of vices,” 6. “success among women” (p. 552–554). On the other hand, Karris 
seems to imply that Paul’s criticisms were nothing more than “name-calling” (p. 549). I. Howard Marshall rightly 
implies that this is not a sufficient explanation for all of Paul’s criticisms (I. Howard Marshall with Philip H. 
Towner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary On the Pastoral Epistles [ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999], 43). 

Interestingly Karris appears to dispute Pauline authorship of the Pastorals based on the fact that in Paul’s 
“undisputed letters” Paul speaks clearly about what the false teaching is and attacks it openly: “One might say that 
Paul is in debate with his opponents with the community as the referee and judge” (“Polemic of the Pastoral 
Epistles,” 549). He says that the Pastorals are different because Paul does not directly mention who the opponents 
are and what they teach specifically (p. 549). However, It seems likely that the difference can be found in the 
audience: the “undisputed letters” are written to churches in which Paul’s authority is frequently in question. He 
writes to them to persuade them. The Pastorals are written to very loyal and close companions in the work of Christ, 
so Paul feels no need to try to “convince” the recipient to accept his authority. Furthermore, Oskar Skarsaune rightly 
notes that this is in keeping with Paul’s advice in 2 Timothy (2:14, 16ff, 23) that “debate with the heretics should be 
avoided, it is of no use” (Oskar Skarsaune, “Heresy and the Pastoral Epistles,” Them 20/1 [1994], 9). 

10 Karris also says that Paul applies his list of vices in 1:9–10 to the false teachers (“Polemic of the Pastoral 
Epistles,” 553–554); however, I do not think that he is applying it to them. The vice list is more likely tied to the 
discussion of the use of the law in 1:8–9. Mounce helpfully points out that the vices in this list “have such 
significant social repercussions—beating parents, murder, adultery, sexual perversion, kidnapping, lying, perjury—
that we would expect a more specific condemnation from Paul if in fact the opponents were guilty of these specific 
sins. While Paul’s condemnation can be strong (1 Tim 1:7, 20; 4:1–3; 6:3–6; Titus 1:12–13; 2 Tim 3:3–8), he focuses
on the opponents’ ignorance, immorality, and irrelevance” (Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 31). This presents strong 
evidence that Paul is not including these vices in his accusations against his adversaries.

11 Skarsaune, “Heresy and the Pastoral Epistles,” 9.
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4:7 ‘godless and silly myths’ 
4:8 (by implication): ‘ascetics?’ 
6:20 ‘Avoid the godless chatter and contradictions of what is falsely called gnosis’12 

Skarsaune then synthesizes the data from all of the PE, and describes the false teaching as 

follows:

. . . we have to do with Judaizing people, some of them circumcised, who claim to be 
expert interpreters of the law, mainly interested in genealogies and myths supposed to be 
contained therein. They forbid marriage, enjoin abstinence from certain foods, and in 
general seem to have advocated ascetic practices. Probably they had a negative attitude 
towards the created world in general. This would correspond to a purely spiritual 
conception of the resurrection, with no concern for the resurrection of the body. They 
could thus claim that the resurrection had already taken place – perhaps with reference to 
baptism. Most commentators conclude that the adversaries were Judaizing Christians 
with a Gnostic leaning, or gnosticizing Christians with a Judaizing tendency. This would 
accord with the characterization in 1 Timothy 6:20: the teaching of the opponents falsely 
claims the name gnosis.13

While there is something of a composite picture based on all of the PE, it does seem to provide a 

helpful description in common with all of the main contours of what is described in 1 Timothy.14 

This paper will proceed with the assumption that the false teaching Paul addresses in 1 Timothy 

was characterized by a combination of Jewish, proto-gnostic, and ascetic elements.

Outline of 1 Timothy

The structure of 1 Timothy is marked by an interesting alternation between charges to Timothy, 

warnings about false teachers/teaching, and instructions for the ordering of the church. The 

outline of 1 Timothy is as follows:15

I. Opening (1:1–2)
II. Personal Charge (1:3–20)

12 Skarsaune, “Heresy and the Pastoral Epistles,” 9.
13 Ibid.
14 For an extensive discussion, see Marshall (The Pastoral Epistles, 40–51), although he denies any gnostic 

leanings in the opponents of Paul. He believes the opponents to be “a group of Jewish Christians, perhaps traveling 
teachers with an ascetic streak” (p. 51).

15 From Köstenberger, et. al. The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown, 652–653.
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A. The Challenge of the False Teachers (1:3–11) 
B. Paul’s Testimony (1:12–17) 
C. Exhortation to Timothy (1:18–20) 

III. Congregational Matters (2:1–3:16)
A. On Prayer (2:1–8) 
B. Regarding Women (2:8–15) 
C. Qualifications for Leaders (3:1–13) 

1. Overseers (3:1–7) 
2. Deacons (3:8–13) 

D. Purpose of Paul’s Letter and Concluding Confession (3:14–16) 
IV. Further Charges (4:11–6:2a)

A. Latter-day Apostasy (4:1–5) 
B. Being a Good Servant of Jesus Christ (4:6–16) 
C. Further Congregational Matters, including Instructions about Widows (5:l-6:2a) 

1. Relating to Older and Younger Men, Older and Younger Women (5:1–2) 
2. Ministering to Widows (5:3–16) 
3. Dealing with Elders (5:17–25) 
4. Instructions for Slaves (6:l-2a) 

V. Extended Final Exhortation (6:2b-18)
VI. Closing Greetings (6:19–21)

1 Timothy 1:3–11 is found in the opening charge to Timothy (1:3–20). 1 Timothy 1:3–11 

(The Challenge of the False Teachers) can be outlined as follows:16

a. Paul’s exhortation to Timothy: command them not to teach contrary doctrine (1:3–4)
b. The goal of this command: love (1:5–7)
c. Right use of the Law: not for righteous people, but for sinners (1:8–11)

An overview of this section is as follows: Paul opens with a reminder of his previous 

exhortation to Timothy, which is still in effect.17 He had exhorted Timothy to remain in Ephesus 

when he went to Macedonia (v. 3), and his task had been to command “certain men”18 not to 

16 See Appendix 1 for a diagram of this passage. It may be useful to refer to it while reading the following 
overview.

17 This is one way of dealing with the difficult question of the presence of anacoluthon. The main verb is 
introduced by καθώς, but there is no clause with which to compare this one as grammar would dictate. Knight says 

that the implied premise which this one is compared to is the continued need to carry out Paul’s instructions: “Thus 
that which he had previously urged, namely to instruct certain persons not to teach strange doctrines, is reiterated 
because that must still be done” (George W. Knight, The Pastoral Epistles: A Commentary On the Greek Text 
[NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992], 71). This seems to be the best way to understand this difficult syntax.

18 The phrase “certain men” (τισὶν) is a way to refer to the guilty party without naming names. Marshall 

says that “the practice of not referring to opponents in the church by name but by using τις (1:6, 19; 4:1; 5:15, 24; 

6:10, 21) or other circumlocution is already to be found in Paul and continued in the church, although on occasion 
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teach divergent doctrines or follow “myths and endless genealogies” (v. 3–4). This was evidently

a charge that still needed to be carried out. The reason that these people were to be commanded 

not to pursue these activities is that they are a useless distraction from the responsibility that God

has committed to the church in the outworking of his plan of redemption.19

Paul turns his attention next to the goal of this command that Timothy is to give these 

“certain men.”20 The whole point of Timothy admonishing these people is to produce love in the 

flock of God—and the false teachers themselves if they will repent (v. 5; cf. Titus 2:13). The 

useless distractions of the teachers’ myths and genealogies were derailing the church from 

becoming the kind of people that God wanted them to become: people who are conformed to the 

image of God, who is love (v. 5; cf. 1 John 4:8). 

This love flows out of “a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith” (v. 5), but 

these false teachers had turned away from these qualities, and the result was that they had 

become people whose words were unedifying and did nothing to help the hearers (v. 6).21 This 

specific people can be named (1:20; 2 Tim 2:17). In some cases the author may not know the actual names, or he 
may be writing in the spirit of ‘if the cap fits, put it on’; but probably there is also a pejorative sense to the 
expression” (Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 365).

19 The term οἰκονομίαν can indicate God’s plan (i.e., his administration of the world’s affairs according to 

his purposes, especially with regard to redemption) or “a person’s responsibility within that plan” (Mounce, 
Pastoral Epistles, 22). The idea of “stewardship,” or “responsibility” is most likely intended here. (Marshall, The 
Pastoral Epistles, 367; Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 75–76).

20 The δὲ is best understood as transitional here, because Paul is moving from the content of the command 

to the goal of the command. The referent of τῆς παραγγελίας in v. 5 is likely the command in 1:3 that Timothy is to 

give false teachers (note the cognate παραγγείλῃς). As Marshall says, “the effect of forbidding the false teachers to 

give teaching which causes dissension will be to promote love in the church” (Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 368).
He rightly points out that other ways of viewing this command “[require] that the author has digressed from 
instructing Timothy to make a parenthetical comment about ministry in general, but v. 5 makes perfect sense as a 
continuation of the command to Timothy; it is also not clear that the word can be generalized to lose its specific 
sense of ‘command’” (p. 369). This interpretation is further supported by the article (τῆς), which points backwards 

to a previous point in the context (Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 23).
21 Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 371. He helpfully illustrates how this dynamic is common in the PE: 

“The process of apostasy is described, in terms which become characteristic in the PE, as following a pattern: (a) 
There is a rejection of the normative faith or aspects of it; (b) this leads to or causes deviation; and (c) it manifests 
itself in false teaching” (ibid.). this dynamic is demonstrated in v. 6.
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departure from the right way was likely caused by a desire for recognition:22 they wanted to be 

known as “teachers of the Law.”23 However, it was all a show, because despite their desire to be 

teachers they didn’t really know what they were talking about (v. 7).

However, this was not the case with Paul, Timothy, and those who followed Paul’s 

apostolic doctrine.24 They understood that the Law given by Moses to Israel is essentially good,25 

but also that it must be used as it was intended to be used.26 They were able to understand this 

rightly because they understood who the law was given for—not the righteous, but for sinners of 

every variety, and in fact for anyone who was opposed to God’s moral way and healthy teaching 

that conforms to the gospel.

Three Questions

In light of the above exposition of the passage, the question is, what does this passage tell us 

about Paul’s view of the use of the Law in the Christian life? There are three questions that must 

be answered in order to untangle this issue: 1. How are Paul’s opponents using the law? 2. What 

22 The present participle θέλοντες is adverbial causal, expressing the reason that the false teachers have 

turned aside.
23 Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 27. He helpfully points out that “The opponents’ motive was a desire to teach 

the law or, perhaps in a less noble vein, a desire to be known as teachers of the law and to receive the admiration 
associated with such a position (cf. The Jewish scribes castigated by Jesus)” (ibid.).

24 The δὲ indicates a contrast between the teachers’ lack of knowledge and Paul and Timothy’s 

understanding of the right use of the law.
25 Most commentators agree that the Mosaic Law is in view (see Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 375; 

Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 123). Knight very helpfully gives five reasons that this should be 
understood as the Mosaic Law: “(1) This section is a response to would-be νομοδιδάσκαλοι; this designation refers, 

as we have argued, to the Mosaic law, and the activity of these people had reference to the Mosaic law. (2) The 
ethical list in vv. 9–10 is similar to the Decalogue and the application of it in Exodus 21. (3) The reference to 
“gospel” in v. 11 points to the Mosaic law since that is the law in view elsewhere in the NT where law and gospel 
arc discussed together, especially by Paul (cf. Romans 7–8; 13:19ff.; Galatians 3–4; Phil. 3:7ff.). (4) When Paul 
elsewhere speaks of “law” and gives ethical lists, it is the Mosaic moral law that is in view (cf., e.g., Rom. 13:9ff.). 
Furthermore, (5) it is usually the case that when Paul uses νόμος the Mosaic law is assumed” (Knight, The Pastoral 

Epistles, 81).
26 As Luke Timothy Johnson says, the Law’s “quality as καλὸς is dependent on its right employment” (Luke

Timothy Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy: A New Translation With Introduction and Commentary 
[AB 35A; New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2008], 167).
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does Paul mean by using the Law “appropriately”? 3. For whom is the Law intended?

How are Paul’s Opponents Using the Law?

Paul is responding in 1 Tim 1:3–11 to his adversaries’ use of the Law and offering a correction. It

will be difficult to understand Paul’s comments rightly unless we understand as much as we can 

about the opponents’ position. While it is difficult to be too specific about the opponents’ use of 

the Law, there are helpful clues in the immediate context, as well as the PE as a whole.

The descriptions of his opponents in vv. 3–11 are directly relevant to the question of their 

use of the Law for several reasons. First, Paul directly charges them with the desire to be teachers

of the Law. This means that there is a priori reason to assume that they are basing their views on 

the Mosaic Law.27 Second, Paul’s response is designed to contrast their lack of knowledge of the 

Law with his (and his followers’) right knowledge of the Law (v. 8). Furthermore, there seems to

be a connection between Paul’s accusation that they are involved in “myths and endless 

genealogies which cause useless speculations” (v. 4) and the Mosaic Law because similar 

descriptions found in Titus (i.e., myths and genealogies that cause useless speculation) are 

connected to Jewish teachings and “disputes about the Law.”28

Regarding the characterization of his opponents in 1 Tim 1:3–11, Paul first says that they 

are to be commanded “not to be teaching other doctrine” (μὴ ἑτεροδιδασκαλεῖν, v. 3). This implies

that whatever they were teaching about the Law, it did not lead to right Christian teaching. When 

compared to his use of ἕτερος in Gal 1:6–7, it implies that what is taught is not simply different 

27 That the Law in question is the Mosaic Law is supported by the fact that the only two other uses of this 
word in the NT are specifically referring to Jewish teachers of the Mosaic Law. All three uses in the NT, “clearly 
refer to teachers of the Mosaic law” (BDAG, 676).

28 Especially Titus 1:14 and 3:9. This connection seems well-established (see Stephen Westerholm, “The 
Law and the ‘Just Man’ [1 Tim 1,3–11],” ST 36 (1982), 80; J. N. D. Kelly, The Pastoral Epistles [Black’s New 
Testament Commentaries; London: A & C Black, 1960; 2nd printing, Peabody, Ma.: Hendrickson, 1998], 44).
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from apostolic doctrine, but contradicting it.29

Paul next insists that they are not “to be paying attention to myths and endless 

genealogies which cause useless speculations” (v. 4). As mentioned above, the fact that these are 

connected to Jewish concerns about the Mosaic Law is evident by similar description found in 

Titus: the opponents in 1 Timothy are paying attention to μύθοις καὶ γενεαλογίαις ἀπεράντοις 

(myths and endless genealogies) which cause ἐκζητήσεις (useless speculations). In Titus, he 

warns not to pay attention to Ἰουδαϊκοῖς μύθοις (Jewish myths, 1:14); he furthermore warns about 

μωρὰς . . . ζητήσεις καὶ γενεαλογίας καὶ ἔρεις καὶ μάχας νομικὰς (foolish disputes and genealogies 

and strife and fights about the Law). 

“Myths” (μύθοις) are viewed negatively by Paul, and Timothy is to reject them (4:7) and 

command others not to “pay attention to” them (1:4). In the literature of the time, this word was 

used to refer to fictitious stories, as opposed to true stories.30 George W. Knight comments that 

Here the myths (and genealogies) are said to give rise to mere speculation and to be 
contrary to the οἰκονομίαν θεοῦ; in 4:7 they are qualified by the designations “worldly” 

(βεβήλους) and “for old women” (γραώδεις); Tit. 1:14 designates them as “Jewish,” 2 

Tim. 4:4 as that which people turn to when they turn away from the truth (see also 2 Pet. 
1:16). Hence “myth” for Paul (and Peter) is an unreal tale that only the gullible believe 
and follow, which produces nothing of value.31

This negative picture is an accurate picture of Paul’s view of these myths in 1:4. 

In addition to myths, Paul’s opponents also had an interest in “endless genealogies” (v. 

4). The genealogies, since they seem to be connected with the OT, likely indicate that the false 

29 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 72.
30 BDAG, 660.
31 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 73.
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teachers were interested in the OT genealogies as a source of their teaching.32 While it is hard to 

be completely sure, it appears that the false teachers were taking the OT material contrary to its 

intended use by using the genealogical material as a source for fanciful speculation (i.e., myths). 

Philip H. Towner comments that Paul may be 

identifying the practice among the false teachers of speculating on stories about the early 
biblical characters as well as actual genealogical lists such as occur there or in other more
speculative noncanonical Jewish writings (e.g., Jubilees). Speculation fitting roughly into
this category was known to have been practiced in Jewish communities, and the reference
in 1:7 to the opponents’ aspirations to be “teachers of the law” helps to locate the sources 
of this practice within the repository of Jewish literature (cf. Titus 1:14 and the reference 
to “Jewish myths”).33

This description seems to fit with the overall picture as we can best reconstruct it.

The problem that Paul brings up at this point in the letter is that these myths and 

genealogies “cause useless speculations.” His complaint is that their teaching presents a 

distraction from the responsibility God has entrusted to the church (1:4). In other places he says 

similar things: they “have turned aside to useless words” (v. 6), they have “a morbid interest in 

controversial questions and disputes about words” (6:4), etc.34 Paul repeatedly stresses the fact 

that this teaching derails people from the responsibility they have to participate in the work of 

God by growing in the kind of characteristics that produce love. He is “condemning the mass of 

pseudo-problems which the heretics’ exegesis engenders.”35 

Furthermore, if it is right to see the various polemical passages in 1 Timothy as refuting 

32 Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 366. Many commentators point out the rightly abandoned view of 
Irenaeus and Tertullian that the genealogies here mentioned refer to gnostic stories of the creation of the world by 
Aeons (Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 73). Martin Dibelius and Hans Conzelmann point out that it is anachronistic 
for Irenaeus and Tertullian to apply to the opponents in Paul’s day the beliefs of the full-fledged gnosticism of their 
own day (Martin Dibelius and Hans Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles: A Commentary On the Pastoral Epistles 
[Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972], 17). This does not rule out a gnostic element, but does refute a 
view that attributes to Paul’s opponents second-century gnostic views.

33 Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 110.
34 For similar comments, see 1 Tim 6:20; 2 Tim 2:14, 16, 23; Titus, 1:10, 14; 2:9.
35 Kelly, The Pastoral Epistles, 45.
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the same group of people (as it seems right to do), an additional problem with the opponent’s use

of the law seems to be that it promoted an ascetic way of life that denied the goodness of the 

creation (4:3, 7).36 This is supported by the passage in Titus in which Paul says that Titus should 

rebuke the opponents so that they should not listen to “Jewish myths” and “the commandments 

of men who turn from the truth” (1:14). These are probably likewise Jewish OT-based 

speculations that serve as the basis for asceticism.37

Paul’s opponents, therefore, seem to be using the Law of Moses in the following way: 

they were approaching the Law, and especially the genealogies found therein, as a source for 

speculative myths and fanciful stories. Paul was concerned for the church in Ephesus because 

these men were misusing the OT in a way that resulted in a doctrine that was opposed to the 

apostolic doctrine. This teaching was a distraction for the Christians because it tied them up in 

endless, useless questions that only prompted conflict and division, rather than love. It 

furthermore promoted an ascetic lifestyle that denied the goodness of the creation, resulting in a 

distorted view of spirituality.

What Does Paul Mean by Using the Law “Appropriately”?

Having examined how Paul’s opponents seem to be using the Law, the next question is what Paul

means by his statement that “the Law is good—provided one uses it appropriately” (v. 8). 

36 This is the strongest argument for a gnostic tendency in the opponents. See the article by Skarsaune 
(“Heresy and the Pastoral Epistles”) which addresses this question.

37 Stephen Westerholm helpfully makes this connection: “In Titus 1:14, the Pastor [i.e., the author of the 
PE] refers to ‘Jewish myths’ (which, as we have suggested, must have been based on the Old Testament scriptures) 
and ‘commandments of men who repudiate the truth.’ These ‘commandments’ are clearly of an ascetic nature, since 
the Pastor proceeds to emphasize that all things are pure for those who are pure; but for the defiled and unbelieving, 
nothing is pure’ (v. 15) Presumably these ‘commandments’ involved practices such as those described in 1 Tim 4:3; 
the forbidding of marriage and the avoiding of certain, foods (the Pastor again stresses that ‘everything created by 
God is good’, vv. 4–5). Here, too, the context contains an exhortation to avoid ‘profane, old wives’ myths’ (v. 7), 
perhaps suggesting that support for the opponents’ practices was derived from their fanciful readings of the 
scriptures” (Westerholm, “The Law and the ‘Just Man,’” 81). These connections seem to be sound.
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Specifically, in what way is the Law “good,” and what is meant by “appropriately?”

First, Paul affirms the goodness of the Law, even though this agree with his adversaries. 

However, he thinks that his opponents are drastically misusing the Law.38 The phase, “the Law is 

good” (καλὸς ὁ νόμος) is recognized by many commentators as being parallel conceptually to 

Paul’s train of thought in Rom 7:12–25, which provides some insight into Paul’s statement 

here.39 In that passage, Paul indicates that while the Law has been co-opted by sin to lead 

mankind to death, it is not because the Law is sinful or evil. Far from it! It is “holy, and the 

commandment is holy and just and good” (Rom 7:12). Though the Law has become a tool in the 

hands of sin, Paul nevertheless affirms that it is right in what it commands (7:16). This seems to 

be saying something very much like what Paul is saying in 1 Tim 1:8.

However, in 1 Tim 1:8, the goodness of the Law is not expressed unconditionally; it is 

good “provided one uses it appropriately.”40 The adverb translated “appropriately” is νομίμως, 

which is used only twice in the NT, and here is probably used by Paul to create wordplay with 

νόμος.41 In 2 Tim 2:5, the word has the sense of “according to the rules.”42 It can also mean “in 

accordance with lawful usage,” or “appropriately.”43 Knight says that “‘lawfully’ means here in 

accordance with the intended use of the law.”44 

38 Westerholm, “The Law and the ‘Just Man,’” 82.
39 For example, see Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 375. Specifically, 1 Tim 1:8 (καλὸς ὁ νόμος) is very 

close to Rom 7:16: σύμφημι τῷ νόμῳ ὅτι καλός (ibid.).
40 This is a third class condition that expresses a logical connection (if A, then B): if the law is used 

lawfully, then it is good. On conditional sentences in NT Greek, see Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the 
Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 687–701.

41 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 81.
42 This can have the sense of “pert. to being in accordance with normal procedure, in accordance with 

rule(s)/law” (BDAG, 676).
43 Along these lines, Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, 168; Westerholm, “The Law and the

‘Just Man,’” 82.
44 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 81. A few scholars take the adverb νομίμως with the sense of “as law” (as 
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So the Law is good in the sense that it commands what is right (Rom 7:12–25). However,

its goodness is conditioned upon it being used “in accordance with” its “intended use.” It is the 

question of what the intended use of the Law in fact is which will be explored in the next section.

For Whom Is the Law Intended?

Paul’s knowledge of the goodness of the Law was based on the fact that he knew for whom the 

Law was intended.45 In vv. 9–11, Paul tells us exactly who this is—in a word, not for a “righteous

person,” but for every variety of sinner. However, it is not immediately clear what this means, 

and so this passage requires some further explanation.

Knight says that “The meaning of ‘law is not made for a righteous man’ . . . is crucial for 

understanding this passage.”46 It is the key to understanding Paul’s main thrust. One approach to 

interpreting this verse is to see it referring to a general principle that “decent people” do not 

require laws (broadly conceived) to govern their behavior.47 This interpretation leans heavily on 

Hellenistic parallels, in which “while law is intended to curb wrong-doing, there are ‘just people’

in “in a law-like manner”; Kelly, The Pastoral Epistles, 48; Rosner, Paul and the Law, 73–76). Rosner is the most 
thorough to argue for this usage, but the examples that he gives of extrabiblical use to justify the gloss “as law” can 
all be interpreted just as well with the meaning argued for above; none of them require the sense he claims they 
have. Furthermore, he claims that “Marshall sees the word as expressing a concern to ‘use it [the law] as law’” (p. 
75, quoting from Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 376). However, in reading Marshall, it does not seem to be the 
case that he attributes this to the word νομίμως, but to the interpretation of the verse as a whole. His statement is 

found in context here: “The adverb νομίμως (2 Tim 2:5) further defines the issue as one of ‘appropriate’ use of the 

law. νομίμως can mean ‘in accordance with the law’; but here where ‘the law’ is the object of χρῆται, ‘appropriately’ 

makes better sense. But what is the appropriate way? The author appears to suggest in v. 9 that it is inappropriate to 
use the law to regulate the life of the righteous but correct to use it to regulate the life of the unrighteous. More to the
point, perhaps, is a concern to use it as law (i.e. as it is meant to be used) rather than as a source of speculative 
thinking which produces ascetic rules for spiritual living” (Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 376). In other words, 
Marshall seems to agree with Rosner’s conclusion, but not based on lexical study; rather he appears to think that 
νομίμως is best translated “appropriate,” and that in this context, the “appropriate” use of the Law is to be interpreted

as “as Law.” He seems to get there not by lexicography, but by means of his interpretation of Paul’s argument.
45 The participle εἰδὼς is causal, explaining why Paul and Timothy understand the goodness of the law.
46 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 80.
47 Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 34.
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(of varying definitions) who do what is right of their own accord and need no law.”48 The most 

compelling reason to reject this view is that Paul doesn’t seem to have just anyone in mind; his 

“righteous man” is someone who is not living contrary to “the healthy teaching which is in 

accord with the glorious good news about the blessed God” (vv. 10–11).49 This can hardly 

characterize the “decent person” who is not a Christian.

A second interpretation takes the “righteous person” to be the one who is justified by 

faith, the Christian.50 Knight summarizes this position by saying that “δίκαιος is understood . . . as

referring to the justified Christian, so that the statement says that, contrary to the false teaching, 

the law has nothing to do with the Christian. It is argued that this is Paul’s consistent use of 

δίκαιος and that elsewhere he indicates the freedom of the Christian from the law.”51 This is 

nearly right. However, it likely does not refer to the Christian per se, nor is it speaking of 

righteousness in the sense of “justified by faith” here, because it precedes the list of sinners, 

which inclines us to think ethically, rather than forensically.52 Similarly, Stephen Westerholm 

rightly argues that the “usage of δίκαιος and its cognates elsewhere in the Pastorals suggests that 

moral virtue rather than one’s standing before God is meant.”53 

48Westerholm, “The Law and the ‘Just Man,’” 89. Dibelius similarly speaks of a “theory of the state” found 
in Stoicism which looked forward to a “golden age [in which] no law was required” (The Pastoral Epistles, 22).

49 Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 34. He also raises the question of why the author of the PE would be 
concerned with the “average decent person” outside the church when everywhere else the concern seems to be for 
those inside the church (ibid.).

50 For example, Kelly says that “righteous does not simply mean ‘honest, respectable character’, but 
connotes the Christian who lives by faith (Rom 1:17; 5:19; Gal 3:11; Heb 12:23)” (The Pastoral Epistles, 49).

51 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 82.
52 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 83. Marshall likewise says that “the concept of being justified by faith is 

not in view” (Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 377).
53 Westerholm, “The Law and the ‘Just Man,’” 84. The only other uses of δίκαιος in the PE is in 2 Tim 4:8 

and Tit 1:8. The cognate δικαιοσύνη is found in 1 Tim 6:11; 2 Tim 2:22; 3:16; 4:8; Tit 3:5. An initial reflection on the

verses listed do seem to indicate that actual ethical practice is in view.
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The right nuance seems to be that when Paul here refers to the “righteous person,” he is 

thinking of the person who “[conforms] to the laws of God and people.”54 However, the list of 

sinners that follows and is contrasted with the righteous person includes as a summary anything 

that is “contrary to the healthy teaching which is in accord with the glorious good news” (vv. 10–

11). As Westerholm points out, “The ‘just man’ is thus contrasted with all who oppose the 

Christian gospel. Evidently the Pastor includes among those who are not just everyone outside 

the Christian church!”55 In light of these facts, Knight seems to be right when he interprets the 

“righteous person” as “those living in conformity to the requirements of the law by the work of 

Christ wrought by the Spirit in them (cf. Rom. 8:4 . . .).”56 The “righteous person,” then, is one 

who conforms to the Law and the apostolic doctrine, which necessitates that they be (while not 

defining it as) the regenerate.

So the Law is not intended for the one who conforms to the Law by the power of the 

Spirit. For whom is the Law intended? Paul here gives a somewhat lengthy list:57

for the lawless and rebellious, the ungodly and sinners, the unholy and worldly, 
for those who kill their father or mother, for murderers, 10 the sexually immoral, 
pederasts, kidnappers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to the healthy 
teaching 11 which is in accord with the glorious good news concerning the blessed 
God . . . (1 Tim 1:9–11)

William D. Mounce makes the following comments about the “literary patterns” found in this 

list: “Paul pairs twelve terms into eight groups. He also employs alliteration with an initial alpha,

54 BDAG, 246.
55 Westerholm, “The Law and the ‘Just Man,’” 85.
56 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 83.
57 Formally, this list is recognized by many to be a “vice list,” which was a “common literary form . . . in 

early Christian literature” (along with the opposite, the “virtue list”; David E. Aune, The New Testament in Its 
Literary Environment [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1987], 194). Mounce says that “Vice lists are common in 
Paul . . . and in the Hellenistic world . . . They are not found in rabbinic Judaism, but Qumran produced a double list 
of good and evil qualities” (Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 31). He says that Paul is not primarily influenced by Judaism
or Hellenism with regard to the vice and virtue lists, but drew from multiple sources (ibid.).
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most of the words being formed with an alpha privative much like the English un-.”58 This 

helpfully illuminates the literary “shape” of this passage.

He furthermore notes the resemblance to the Decalogue.59 This similarity is most evident 

in the second part of the list, where it echoes the second table of the Law:60

              Vice                                                                Commandment alluded to                                    

for those who kill 5th: “Honor your father and your mother” 
their father or mother (Ex 20:12, NASB)

for murderers 6th: “You shall not murder” (Ex 20:13, 
NASB)

the sexually immoral, pederasts 7th: “You shall not commit adultery” (Ex 
20:14, NASB)

kidnappers 8th: “You shall not steal” (Ex 20:15, NASB)

liars, perjurers 9th: “You shall not bear false witness against 
your neighbor” (Ex 20:16, NASB)

Taking a cue from the clear parallel between the above vices and the second table of the 

Law, there is also thought to be some parallel with the first three pairs of vices and the first table 

of the Law:61

              Vice                                                                Commandment alluded to                                    

for the lawless and rebellious [none]62

58 Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 30.
59 Ibid. See also Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 83–88; Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, 

169–171; Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 124–129; Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 378–381.
60 This chart is patterned after the one in Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 30.
61 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 84; Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 124–125.
62 Towner says that these two terms “head the list as general illustrations of behavior that expresses 

disobedience and rebellion to God and lies at the root of all other lawbreaking” (The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 
125). This would explain their presence at the top of the list.
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the ungodly 1st?: “You shall have no other gods before 
Me” (Ex 20:3, NASB)

and sinners 2nd?: “You shall not make for yourself an 
idol . . . You shall not worship them” (Ex 
20:4–5, NASB)

the unholy 3rd?: “You shall not take the name of the 
LORD your God in vain” (Ex 20:7, NASB)

and worldly 4th?: “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it 
holy” (Ex 20:8, NASB)

However the parallel is not nearly as clear.63 Towner judiciously comments that 

The first three pairs of sinners have also been thought to reflect the earlier parts of the 
Decalogue, but the precision of these connections is not quite so compelling, and 
correspondence is rather to be found in the impression of opposition to God that these 
early vices collectively produce, and in the sequential listing, evident in the Decalogue, of
sins against God followed by those perpetrated against fellow humans. The list echoes the
Decalogue in such a way that the relationship is close enough not to be missed and broad 
enough to appeal to the Hellenistic ear of the church that would have overheard this 
letter.64

His statements are helpful in that they recognize and appreciate the clear parallels and give 

reason for why they might have been framed this way.

So far, the vice list lines up with the Decalogue (more or less). There are two more 

aspects that need to be taken account of. First, there is an absence of an allusion to the tenth 

commandment. There are a number of reasons that might account for this.65 However, Knight 

notes that Jesus did not always list all of the commandments, nor did Paul in Rom 13:8–10; it 

63 One reason may be that Paul chose to “express the commandments in single words, a phenomenon not 
present in” the OT (Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 87).

64 Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 125.
65 Marshall speculates that the list sets out specific sins, and coveting is by nature more general. Since it 

does not support Paul’s main point, he doesn’t bother listing it (Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 380–381). Towner 
takes a similar perspective and says that “Perhaps it was his strategy of depicting commandment violations in the 
most extreme way, and the fact that coveting is rather general and so widespread that determined its omission” (The 
Letters to Timothy and Titus, 129). See Knight for a good discussion (The Pastoral Epistles, 87). 
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may not be an extremely significant omission here either.66

Second, the list is concluded by the umbrella statement “and whatever else is contrary to 

the healthy teaching” (v. 10). This phrase (τῇ ὑγιαινούσῃ διδασκαλίᾳ) is used several times in the 

PE (cf. 2 Tim 4:3; Tit 1:9, 13), and is “a technical term in the PE for the approved, apostolic 

doctrine.”67 This healthy, or correct teaching is in accordance with, and normed by, the gospel (v. 

11).68 Interestingly, the inclusion of this statement as the conclusion of the vice list implies an 

ultimate harmony between the Law (represented in the Decalogue) and the gospel. So then, the 

Law is identified as being given for those who walk contrary to God and his ways, as represented

in the Decalogue and the apostolic teaching, and not for the righteous person, by which is meant 

the person who conforms to the demands of God’s Law by the power of the Spirit. 

Conclusion

This section has attempted to exegete 1 Tim 1:3–11 to identify how this passage might contribute

to the question of whether or how the Law of Moses might function in the life of a believer. 

There were three important questions asked: 1. How are Paul’s opponents using the law? 2. What

does Paul mean by using the Law “lawfully”? 3. For whom is the Law intended? The following 

synthesis is a result of those questions.

66 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 87.
67 Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 381. The descriptor ὑγιαινούσῃ (“sound” or “healthy”) is a medical term 

designating something is “healthy,” or “correct” (BDAG, 1023). For an interesting look at the widespread use of this
medical term within ancient moral discourse, see Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, 172.

68 The prepositional phrase κατὰ τὸ εὐαγγέλιον may be connected to several different elements of the 

preceding context. See Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 381–382, and Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 89–90, for the 
various options. Johnson (The First and Second Letters to Timothy, 161, 172), Knight (The Pastoral Epistles, 90), 
Mounce (Pastoral Epistles, 42), and Towner (The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 131) take it as connected to “healthy 
teaching”; Marshall takes it further back to the correct use of the law (The Pastoral Epistles, 382). Probably the 
“healthy teaching” is the best option because “is the most natural . . . since it is the closest in context and makes 
good sense” (Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 42). The preposition indicates the “standard” by which the healthy teaching
is measured and to which it must accord.
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Paul’s opponents were misusing the Law because they were using it (and especially the 

genealogical sections) as a source for fanciful stories and speculations that were irrelevant to the 

task of growing in Christlike love, and were thereby causing the hearers to stumble in their 

Christian growth. Furthermore, they were likely deriving from these speculations some kind of 

ascetic system of spirituality that denied the goodness of the creation and resulted in a distorted 

spirituality. This teaching was opposed to the apostolic doctrine, and therefore a danger to the 

church.

In contrast to this use of the Law by the false teachers, Paul affirmed that the problem 

was not that the Law was bad, but that it was not being used properly. An appropriate use of the 

Law recognizes its goodness as Scripture from God that is right in what it commands (cf. Rom 

7:12–25). However this goodness is conditioned on its right use, a use that is in line with its 

intention.

Paul and his followers understood the good character of the Law because they understood

that the Law was not for the righteous person, but for all kinds of sinners. Specifically, the Law 

was not given for those who, by the Spirit, conform to its demands. Rather, it is given for the 

kind of people who are opposed to God in terms of living in opposition to God’s way as 

established by the demands of the Decalogue and the apostolic doctrine that conforms to the 

gospel.

In light of these facts, this passage teaches at least two relevant points: 1. The purpose of 

the Law is ethical. As Knight says, “the point of this section is to emphasize, against the would-

be νομοδιδάσκαλοι, that the law is given to deal with moral questions and not for speculation.”69 

69 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 83.
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Paul’s opponents had gone wrong on just this point. Since Paul (in addition to the ethical 

dimension) also uses the Law as a witness to Christ (Rom 1:2ff; Gal 3:8), he is probably 

indicating a prominent and significant use of the Law that his adversaries had apparently 

overlooked (rather than the only use). Paul indicates that to use the Law apart from its ethical 

dimension is to misuse the Law.

2. The Law is a means for identifying what is contrary to God. This is implied by the fact 

that Paul says the Law is for all kinds of sinners; in fact anything that is contrary to God’s ways 

is targeted by the Law and falls under the jurisdiction of the Law. On the other hand, the Law has

no claim upon the person who conforms to its demands by the Spirit. This interpretation is 

confirmed by Paul’s statement in the book of Galatians that “there is no Law” against the fruit 

that the Spirit produces in the believer’s life (Gal 5:23). Thomas C. Oden vividly illustrates this 

point:

As long as I am not running through stop signs, the stop sign law does not bother me or 
summon me. Only when I run the stop sign do I hear the siren and see the lights flashing 
behind me (or wonder if I might). The law corrects and curbs only lawlessness, nothing 
else. As the surgeon is hardly of much use to the healthy, so the law is not urgently 
needed by those who already keep it through faith active in love.70

So also the Law of Moses is good if it is being used to point out and identify sin and rebellion 

against God. This is the use for which it was intended by God.

III. The Use of the Law in the Life of a Believer

Having exegeted 1 Tim 1:3–11, we can now examine the question of whether the Law functions 

as an ethical guide for Christians today. Specifically, the teaching found in 1 Tim 1:3–11 raises 

the following three questions: 1. Admitting that the function of the Law is to point out sin, can it 

70 Thomas C. Oden, First and Second Timothy and Titus (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1989), 39.
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fulfill this function in the life of the believer, or only in the unregenerate? 2. If the Law may be 

used in the life of the believer, can it function positively as an ethical guide in cultivating 

righteousness, or does it have the strictly negative function of pointing out sin? 3. If the answer is

yes to either of the above, is it sufficient as an ethical guide for believers?

Unfortunately, not all of these questions can be answered from this passage, as “the 

discussion here is limited to the situation of misuse and misunderstanding, so we should not 

expect it to cover every detail of the law’s meaning and intention.”71 In this section, we will 

answer these question both from the passage at hand, as well as from the broader Pauline 

understanding of the Law.

Can the Law Be Used to Point out Sin in the Believer?

It would be easy to suppose that Paul does not think the Law has a place in the life of the 

believer, since it was not intended for the righteous person, but for all who oppose God. 

However, as mentioned above, 1 Tim 1:8–10 seems to be speaking in terms of actual conformity 

to the Law. We noted that while this necessitates regeneration, it is not here defined in terms of it.

Since those who are regenerate unfortunately still do things that are opposed to God, this seems 

to imply that the Law may in fact be used to point out the sins of believers.72

In addition to this implication, there is also Paul’s statement in 2 Tim 3:16 that “all 

Scripture” (which surely includes the Law) is useful for a number of things, including “reproof”73

and “correction.”74 Both of these terms have reference to sin. To “reprove” is to point out 
71 Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 122. So also Marshall, The Pastoral Epistles, 373; Mounce, 

Pastoral Epistles, 30; and Westerholm, “The Law and the ‘Just Man,’” 83.
72 Knight, The Pastoral Epistles, 83.
73 This word is ἐλεγμός, which is used for an “expression of strong disapproval, reproach, rebuke, reproof” 

(BDAG, 314).
74 This word is ἐπανόρθωσις, which is used in the sense of correcting or restoring (BDAG, 359). See Rosner,

Paul and the Law, 76.
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something wrong, and to “correct” is to change something wrong to make it right. This shares 

with 1 Tim 1:8–10 a common concern for pointing out what is opposed to God. Added to this is 

Paul’s own example of using the Law to point out and correct what is in opposition to God (1 

Cor 5:13; Gal 4:21–30). Therefore, there seems to be solid grounds for saying that Paul in fact 

does see room for using the Law to point out sin in the life of a believer.

Does the Law have a Positive Use for the Believer?

Though Paul’s teaching that the Law is used to point out sin (1 Tim 1:8–10, what we might call 

the negative use) is indeed applicable to the Christian, it is a different question to ask whether the

Law has a positive function in terms of cultivating righteousness. On the face of it, Paul seems to

exclude a positive function when he says that “the law does not exist for a righteous person” (1 

Tim 1:9). However, the following points seems to argue that there is in fact a positive use for the 

Law.

First, a number of scholars recognize that 1 Tim 1:3–11 is not exhaustive in its treatment 

of Paul’s view. So Towner says that “the discussion here is limited to the situation of misuse and 

misunderstanding, so we should not expect it to cover every detail of the law’s meaning and 

intention.”75 Likewise, Rosner helpfully states that “1 Timothy 1:8–10 is a case study in allowing

Paul to say one thing at a time.”76 So even though Paul does not include a discussion on the 

positive use of the Law at this particular place, that does not mean it has none.

Second, as with the previous question, we have both Paul’s own statements, as well as his

example to show us that he did in fact see a positive use in the life of a believer. In terms of the 

75 Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 122.
76 Rosner, Paul and the Law, 75.
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direct statement, again 2 Tim 3:16 says that Scripture is useful for “teaching”77 and for “training 

in righteousness,”78 which both appear to have a more positive orientation. Furthermore, the 

intended result of the use of Scripture is that God’s servants would be completely prepared for 

any act of service they might render him (v. 17).

In terms of Paul’s example, Eph 6:1–3 and 1 Tim 5:18 provide two occasions when Paul 

uses the Law to instruct the believers positively in the way that pleases God. In Eph 6:1–3, Paul 

quotes the fifth commandment of the Decalogue (“Honor your father and your mother,” Ex 

20:12, NASB) and applies it to the children in the Ephesian congregation. Interestingly, he also 

applies the promise that accompanies this commandment (“so that it may be well with you, and 

that you may live long on the earth,” Eph 6:3, NASB).79 In 1 Tim 5:18, Paul uses the OT 

command not to “muzzle the ox while he is threshing” (Deut 25:4) as authoritative support for 

his instruction to care for the financial needs of elders.80 There is no evidence to suggest that Paul

only wrote because he thought that the children were actively disobeying their parents or that the 

church was refusing to pay its elders (though they may have been); rather Paul is giving them 

instruction on what pleases God in order to show them the way to walk with him and please him 

as Christians.

Finally, one third reason that is slightly more removed from the text itself is that there 

77 Διδασκαλία, which includes either the act or content of teaching, or both (BDAG, 240). Here it refers 

specifically to instruction regarding the Christian life and faith.
78 παιδείαν τὴν ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ. The παιδεία is here “the act of providing guidance for responsible living, 

upbringing, training, instruction” (BDAG, 748). The preposition ἐν indicates “reference” (training with reference to 

righteousness).
79 On the interpretation of this passage with reference to the NT use of the OT, see Frank S. Thielman, 

“Ephesians,” in Commentary On the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson, eds.; 
Grand Rapids, Mich.; Nottingham, England: Baker Academic, 2007), 829–830.

80 Paul follows an interpretative tradition that applied this passage by moving from “lesser” (treatment of 
the ox) to “greater” (treatment of human workers). See Philip H. Towner, “1–2 Timothy and Titus,” in Commentary 
On the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson, eds.; Grand Rapids, Mich.; 
Nottingham, England: Baker Academic, 2007), 900.
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seems to be a good argument that can be made that in many places, when God condemns a sin, 

he approves of the opposite virtue.81 This helps us see that the fact that the Law points out sin 

cannot be understood in exclusion from its promotion of what pleases God. For the above 

reasons, it appears that it is appropriate to see the positive use of the Law in the life of the 

believer as compatible with 1 Tim 1:3–11 despite the fact that it is not dealt with there.

Is the Law a Sufficient Guide for the Believer?

Finally, if the Law may be used in the life of the believer both negatively and positively, it would

seem to be the case that the Law would provide a sufficient guide for the ethical life of the 

believer. However, at this point, Paul becomes somewhat more ambivalent. He affirms it as a 

good standard from God, and agrees with its dictates, and yet he rarely resorts to simply quoting 

it in order to settle moral issues. In fact, the Ten commandments are only explicitly cited three 

times (Rom 7:7; 13:9; Eph 6:2–3), and in only one of those does he explicitly tell his readers to 

obey one of the commandments (Eph 6:1–3).82 

In addition, Paul seems to stress love as the heart of obedience in a way that, while not 

offering an ultimately different moral standard, does seem to relativize the importance of the 

Law. For example, in Rom 13:8–10, Paul states twice that love fulfills the Law (vv. 8, 10). In 

between these two statements, he lists the sixth through tenth commandments from the 

Decalogue. However, he seems to be doing this to show that the Law supports love, making love 

81 The classic view of this given by John Calvin: “It is true that, in almost all the commandments, there are 
elliptical expressions, and that, therefore, any man would make himself ridiculous by attempting to restrict the spirit 
of the Law to the strict letter of the words. . . . So in each of the commandments we must first look to the matter of 
which it treats, and then consider its end, until we discover what it properly is that the Lawgiver declares to be 
pleasing or displeasing to him. Only, we must reason from the precept to its contrary in this way: If this pleases God,
its opposite displeases; if that displeases, its opposite pleases: if God commands this, he forbids the opposite; if he 
forbids that, he commands the opposite” (John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion [Henry Beveridge, trans.; 
Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2008], 2.8.8).

82 See Appendix 2: Pauline Quotations of the Pentateuch and Decalogue.
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the more important of the two (cf. also Gal 5:14).83

Furthermore, Paul sometimes uses NT realities in his ethical teaching when one might 

expect a simple appeal to the Law would be sufficient. Rosner suggests there are a number of 

places in 1 Corinthians that Paul deals with moral issues by appealing to the lordship of Christ:

He appeals for unity in the name of Christ (1:10), who is the power and wisdom of God 
(2:23–24) and the foundation of the church (3:11). The church must be cleansed of the 
incestuous man because of Christ’s sacrifice (5:7). To have relations with a prostitute is to
violate Christ (6:15). Eating food sacrificed to idols must be avoided for the sake of one 
for whom Christ died (8:11) and in imitation of Christ (11:1). With respect to head 
coverings, he notes that Christ is the head of every man (11:3). The Lord’s Supper must 
be celebrated by discerning ‘the body’ of Christ (11:29). Spiritual gifts are to be exercised
in order to build up the body of Christ (12:27). The resurrection of believers is grounded 
in the resurrection of Christ 15:3–23). Finally, all of history is about the subjection of all 
things under Christ’s feet and his presentation of the fully redeemed kingdom/creation to 
God the Father (15:24–28).84

Similarly, a case can be made that Paul appeals to the example of Christ—and especially his 

death on the cross—in his ethical reasoning. Paul explicitly appeals to Christ as an example of 

love, humility, self-giving, and faithfulness to God (Gal 6:2; Eph 5:1–2, 25; Phil 2:5ff). Richard 

B. Hays explains that “for Paul, Jesus’ death on the cross is an act of loving, self-sacrificial 

obedience that becomes paradigmatic for the obedience of all who are in Christ.”85 This aspect of

Paul’s ethical thought also seems to relativize the importance of the Law in his ethical reasoning.

Of course, this does not mean that Paul’s moral teaching is not shaped by the Law or the 

Decalogue, and it does not mean that he does not draw on them for ethical content.86 Thomas R. 

83 Schreiner helpfully explains that “love of necessity involves the observance of these commandments, but 
these commandments are not a comprehensive description of what love is” (Thomas R. Schreiner, “The Abolition 
and Fulfillment of the Law in Paul,” JSNT 35 [1989], 60).

84 Rosner, Paul and the Law, 119.
85 Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation: A 

Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics ([San Francisco]: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), 27.
86 Rosner makes the point that Paul is actually drawing very heavily on the OT for his ethics in, for 

example, 1 Corinthians (Rosner, Paul and the Law, 162). See his revised dissertation, which essentially argues that 
point (Brian S. Rosner, Paul, Scripture and Ethics: A Study of 1 Corinthians 5–7 [Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 
1999]).
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Schreiner helpfully comments that “universal moral norms from the OT law were genuinely a 

part of Pauline ethics, but they were by no means the heart of Pauline ethics.”87 This seems to 

indicate that in his ethical thinking, Paul does is not simply expounding and applying the law.

Paul appears to answer the question of the sufficiency of the Law for ethics with both a 

“yes” and a “no”: the ethical norms of the Law are good and right and able to equip the believer 

to serve Christ (2 Tim 3:16–17). On the other hand there is more to serving Christ than obedience

to the Law. The Law therefore appears to one part among several in Paul’s ethical thinking.

IV. Conclusion

This paper started with 1 Tim 1:3–11 and examined the passage to determine what it might say to

the question of Paul’s view of the Law in the life of the believer. It was acknowledged that this 

passage doesn’t give an exhaustive treatment on the subject, but that it has something to 

contribute. An examination of the passage demonstrated that it affirmed two things: 1. The 

purpose of the Law is ethical, and 2. it was given to identify that which opposes God and his 

ways. 

When looked at in light of the big picture of Paul’s teaching on the Law, this passage was

not found to be incompatible with the use of the Law in the life of the believer; in fact Paul 

appears to teach and demonstrate a use of the Law for believers that includes both negatively 

identifying and correcting sin, as well as positively teaching what pleases God. Finally, it was 

suggested that while the Law does in fact show what pleases and displeases God, it would not be 

correct to view the Law as the sum total of Pauline ethics; rather it is simply one part among 

87 Schreiner, “The Abolition and Fulfillment of the Law in Paul,” 65. Schreiner explains that while love is 
“the center of Christian ethics . . . it does not exclude commandments and obligations” (ibid.). His article is a well-
nuanced approach to the problem of the Law in Paul, and he is able to affirm that the Law’s moral norms are 
important, but not the totality of Paul’s ethics.
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others in what Paul would consider a robustly Christian ethic.

The above study demonstrates that Paul’s view on the Law is complex, and that coming 

to terms with it is a slow task. Hopefully this paper will contribute to this task which is, like the 

proverb of eating the elephant, best accomplished one bite at a time.
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Appendix 1: Diagram of 1 Tim 1:3–11

Καθὼς 3
παρεκάλεσά σε 

προσμεῖναι 
ἐν Ἐφέσῳ 

πορευόμενος 
εἰς Μακεδονίαν, 

ἵνα παραγγείλῃς τισὶν 
μὴ ἑτεροδιδασκαλεῖν 
μηδὲ προσέχειν μύθοις 4

καὶ 
γενεαλογίαις ἀπεράντοις, 

αἵτινες ἐκζητήσεις παρέχουσιν 
μᾶλλον ἢ οἰκονομίαν θεοῦ 

τὴν ἐν πίστει. 
τὸ δὲ τέλος τῆς παραγγελίας ἐστὶν ἀγάπη 5

ἐκ 
καθαρᾶς καρδίας 
καὶ συνειδήσεως ἀγαθῆς 
καὶ πίστεως ἀνυποκρίτου, 

ὧν τινες 6 
ἀστοχήσαντες 

ἐξετράπησαν 
εἰς ματαιολογίαν 
θέλοντες εἶναι νομοδιδάσκαλοι, 7 

μὴ νοοῦντες 
μήτε 

Οἴδαμεν δὲ 8 ἃ λέγουσιν 
ὅτι καλὸς ὁ νόμος, μήτε 

ἐάν τις αὐτῷ νομίμως χρῆται, περὶ τίνων διαβεβαιοῦνται. 
 εἰδὼς τοῦτο, 9

   ὅτι δικαίῳ νόμος οὐ κεῖται, 

ἀνόμοις δὲ καὶ ἀνυποτάκτοις, ἀσεβέσι καὶ ἁμαρτωλοῖς, 
ἀνοσίοις καὶ βεβήλοις, πατρολῴαις καὶ μητρολῴαις, 
ἀνδροφόνοις πόρνοις ἀρσενοκοίταις 10 
ἀνδραποδισταῖς ψεύσταις ἐπιόρκοις, 
καὶ 
εἴ τι ἕτερον τῇ ὑγιαινούσῃ διδασκαλίᾳ ἀντίκειται 

κατὰ τὸ εὐαγγέλιον 11 
τῆς δόξης τοῦ μακαρίου θεοῦ, 
ὃ ἐπιστεύθην ἐγώ.
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Appendix 2: Pauline Quotations of the Pentateuch and Decalogue88

Quotations of the Pentateuch

Romans

4:3
4:9
4:17
4:18
4:22
7:7

9:7
9:9
9:12
9:15
9:17
10:5
10:6–8

10:19
11:8
12:19
13:9

15:10

OT 

Gen 15:6
Gen 15:6
Gen 15:5
Gen 15:5
Gen 15:6
Ex 20:17/Deut
5:21
Gen 21:12
Gen 18:10, 14
Gen 25:23
Ex 33:19
Ex 9:16
Lev 18:5
Deut 9:4; 
30:12–14
Deut 32:21
Deut 29:3
Deut 32:35
Ex 20:13–17; 
Lev 19:18
Deut 32:43

1 Corinthians

5:13

6:16
9:9
10:7
15:45

2 Corinthians

6:16
8:15
13:1

Galatians

3:6
3:8

3:10
3:12

OT

Deut 17:17, 
etc. (5x)
Gen 2:24
Deut 25:4
Ex 32:6
Gen 2:7

Lev 26:12
Ex 16:18
Deut 19:15

Gen 15:6
Gen 12:3 
(18:18)
Deut 27:26
Lev 18:5

3:13
3:16

4:30
5:14

Ephesians

5:31
6:2–3

1 Timothy

5:18

2 Timothy

2:19

OT

Deut 21:23
Gen 12:7; 
13:15; 17:7
Gen 21:10
Lev 19:18

Gen 2:24
Ex 20:12/Deut
5:16

Deut 25:4

Num 16:5

Quotations of the Decalogue

Romans

7:7

13:9

OT

Ex 20:17/Deut
5:21
Ex 20:13–17; 
Lev 19:18

Ephesians

6:2–3

OT

Ex 20:12/Deut
5:16

88 Data taken from Gleason L. Archer and Gregory Chirichigno, Old Testament Quotations in the New 
Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, 1983).
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