Timothy
and Paul
BY GERALD L. STEVENS
ur information about Timothy has to be
pieced together from little tidbits scattered across time and literature. A close
relationship to the Apostle Paul emerges, though
many gaps in our understanding remain. This
article is an attempt to sketch a brief portrait
from these pieces.
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A Solid Heritage
Timothy lived in Lystra, a small town in the
Lycaonian region of Galatia in Asia Minor.
Octavian (later named Augustus) founded
Lystra as a military colony of Rome for strategic
considerations after the assassination of Julius
Caesar. Settled by military veterans, the town
had a distinctly Roman political structure and
yet maintained its own rustic, frontier-town feel
with distinct local flavor. This is evidenced in
the formal inscriptions and coinage at Lystra
that were in Latin—although the local tongue
was Lycaonian (Acts 14:11).1
Timothy already was a disciple when Paul
met him on the way through Lystra at the
beginning of the second missionary journey
(16:1). Timothy’s father was Greek, but his
mother was Jewish. Paul praised the faith of
both Timothy’s mother, Eunice, and grandmother, Lois, and credited them for Timothy’s
sincere faith (2 Tim. 1:5). Paul also commented
that the foundation for Timothy’s faith came
from the training he received in the holy writings as a child (3:15). Since his mother and
grandmother were Jewish believers, Timothy’s
Jewish heritage was evident in his familiarity
with the holy writings.

LESSON REFERENCE
ETBS: 1 and 2 Timothy

This Jewish training, however, did not
include circumcision. Perhaps Timothy’s Greek
father objected to the rite. Greeks considered
circumcision a barbaric ritual and a sacrilege to
the beauty of the human body. Bronze and marble statues and engravings in antiquity museums all over the world give evidence of the
Greeks’ worship of the human form. For the
sake of the cause of the gospel around Lystra
and Iconium, though, Paul had Timothy circumcised, since all in the area knew his father
was Greek (Acts 16:3).
Neither Luke nor Paul clearly indicated
when Timothy became a believer. Some have
thought Paul and Barnabas converted Timothy
on the first missionary journey. Paul used two
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Above: Gate of
ancient Corinth.
Paul sent Timothy
to Corinth in
hopes of healing
problems in the
church.
Right: Hermes,
the ram-bearer
from the 1st century A.D. forum
in Corinth.
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types of comments to attempt to
establish this conversion conjecture.
One type is Paul’s various references
to Timothy as “son,” “my true son in
the faith,” and similar expressions (for
example, 1 Cor. 4:17; 1 Tim. 1:2, NIV).
These expressions, however, are best
understood in the natural sense of
Paul’s metaphor for their close relationship against the background of
Timothy’s non-Christian Greek father.
The other type is Paul’s comment
about Timothy’s knowing the details
of Paul’s persecution at Antioch,
Iconium, and Lystra (2 Tim. 3:10–11).
The deduction is that Timothy was
present when these happened. The
verb for “know all about” that Paul
used here, however, does not imply
Timothy was present. Likewise Luke’s
use of the same verb in the prologue to
his Gospel does not mean that Luke
was necessarily present at every event
described in his Gospel. Luke meant
simply he “carefully investigated”
(Luke 1:1-4, HCSB®) everything.
Paul’s wording in 2 Timothy 3:10–11
does not have to mean any more than
that Timothy carefully had researched
and preserved the traditions related to
Paul’s mission. The evidence when
Timothy was converted, therefore, is
not clear; so the conclusion is best left
undecided.

A Missionary Associate
Before Timothy began his work with
Paul, the council of elders laid hands
on Timothy and offered prophecies
about his ministry. At this sacred
occasion, God imparted a spiritual
gift to the young preacher. The
prophetic words would encourage the
young disciple in his later work with
Paul. The spiritual gift also communicated confirmation and empowerment for Timothy’s ministry (see 1
Tim. 1:18, 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6).
Joining with Paul, Timothy
developed quickly as a close associate
in Paul’s missionary endeavors. After
leaving Lystra, Paul had a dramatic
vision at Troas that propelled the missionary team over to Macedonia (Acts
16:9). The team went through
Macedonia and Achaia (Greece), visiting and preaching in Philippi,
Thessalonica, Berea, and Athens,
before finally settling in at Corinth for

a year and a half (16:11–18:17). At
Corinth, Timothy became a trusted
contact between Paul and his churches. Timothy either remained behind
to help an infant congregation as Paul
went on ahead, as at Berea (17:14) or
was sent back to recently established
churches to confirm and encourage
their new faith (1 Thess. 3:2). More
importantly, Timothy, along with
Silas, was a joint contributor in two
letters Paul wrote to the
Thessalonians at this time (1:1;
2 Thess. 1:1). Timothy worked side by
side with Paul as an important member of the mission team in Corinth
(2 Cor. 1:19). In fact, Timothy’s and
Silas’s arrival in Corinth actually freed Paul for his work
(Acts 18:5).
This literary activity in
the Thessalonian correspondence was not the last time
Timothy was a cosender of a
Pauline letter. Paul mentioned Timothy in the salutations of Philippians,
2 Corinthians, Philemon, and
Colossians. On the third missionary journey, from Ephesus
Paul sent Timothy with Erastus
into Macedonia as an advance
party to prepare Paul’s way to Corinth
(Acts 19:22; compare 1 Cor. 4:17).
Paul gave to Timothy the important
responsibility of representing him to
the Corinthian church in his absence
(v. 17). Timothy also was present
when Paul wrote Romans (Rom.
16:21), probably while Paul was in
Corinth on his third missionary journey. Timothy later accompanied Paul
on the subsequent trip to Jerusalem to
deliver the important collection from
the churches Paul established (Acts
20:4–5). Finally, Timothy’s name
occurs in Paul’s Prison Epistles. Thus,
Timothy was an active participant in
Paul’s work from the time he joined
Paul at the beginning of the second
missionary journey on through the
third missionary journey and even
into Paul’s imprisonment period.
Timothy’s relationship with Paul was
an enduring friendship that stood the
test of time.
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The tell of Lystra
near the Turkish
village Khatyn
Serai. Timothy’s
hometown,
Lystra, has never
been excavated.

An Enduring Legacy
The close, collegial relationship
between Timothy and Paul is evident
throughout Paul’s letters. Luke’s
account in Acts also briefly profiles
the nature of this relationship. One
could wish for more, as this friendship is one of the most endearing and
enduring relationships documented
in the New Testament. Paul showed
himself an ambitious and loving
mentor. Timothy showed himself an
ardent and loyal disciple. The church
lives on in the enriching presence of
this relationship through the literature left behind, giving witness to
God’s transforming grace through
Jesus Christ for two early Christian
leaders who became fast friends and
faithful proclaimers.
i
1. For a concise presentation of this historical background, consult D. S. Potter, “Lystra,” Anchor Bible
Dictionary, David Noel Freedman, gen. ed. (New York:
Doubleday, 1992), 4:426–27.
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Paul, Timothy had his own limitations, as would any human being.
Timothy was a real person.
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included problems with false teachers
and the need for ordering church life
and worship. In the second letter
Paul, having sent Tychicus to Ephesus
(2 Tim. 4:12), asked Timothy to join
him in his prison setting in Rome
(1:17; 4:9). Paul seems to have written
2 Timothy almost as a final testament
to his trusted but timid coworker.
Apparently, facing the reality of his
own death, Paul wanted to build up
his longtime associate for the work of
ministry and and to instill in Timothy
the apostolic traditions that Paul
embraced so strongly (see 2 Tim.
4:6). Strength in facing the challenges
of ministry was crucial for Timothy,
who evidently later faced a period of
imprisonment himself (see Heb.
13:23).
Timothy apparently was not as
robust a personality as Paul. Timothy
could be fearful and timid (1 Cor.
16:10–11; 2 Tim. 1:7). Thus when the
going got tough at Corinth, Paul sent
Titus rather than Timothy (2 Cor.
2:13; 7:6,13; 8:6,16; 12:18). Paul’s
coworker had to be reminded to shun
youthful passions (2 Tim. 2:22).
Though loyal, this associate also had
to be encouraged not to be ashamed
of Paul’s mean estate as a prisoner
(1:8). Though an invaluable aid to
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A Special Relationship
Tucked away in Paul’s letters are
numerous words of praise about
Timothy’s character and conduct.
Paul’s affection for this loyal and
beloved friend is clear. Paul referred
to Timothy in endearing terms as “my
son whom I love” (1 Cor. 4:1, NIV) or
“my true son” (1 Tim. 1:2, NIV; compare v. 18; 2 Tim. 1:2; 2:1). Timothy’s
work with Paul was like “a son with
his father” (Phil. 2:22, NIV). Paul
considered Timothy just as much a
worker in the field as he was (1 Cor.
16:10). Paul’s emissary Timothy cared
for the church at Philippi as much as
Paul did (Phil. 2:19–20). Timothy
brought good news back to Paul
about
fledgling
congregations
(1 Thess. 3:6). Timothy’s work with
Paul was not a unilateral decision by
Paul alone but was the agreed choice
of all the churches in which
Timothy’s character and devotion
were known. Thus Timothy was one
of Paul’s primary contacts with his
churches.
Timothy later became the recipient of two letters from Paul, 1 and 2
Timothy. In the first letter, Paul gave
his missionary associate instructions
for the work at Ephesus (1 Tim. 1:3).
The issues at Ephesus at that time
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