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LESSON

REFERENCE

BSFL: 1 Timothy 4:6-16

The bath and
gymnasium complex of ancient
Sardis was situated in the heart
of the city, along
the main marble
avenue through
Sardis. Measuring
400 by 550 feet
(about 5.5 acres),
the complex was
completed around
the middle of the
2nd century A.D.
A marble court
(shown reconstructed) was
added in 211.
Left inset: Head
of an athlete from
Smyrna.
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divided by age groups for the purpose of instruction and
exercise. For instance, at Pergamum, the upper part of
the gymnasium was reserved for young men, the middle
level for adolescent boys, and the lowest level for children.4 An inscription at Beorea described the grouping
of the young men in the gymnasium. This inscription,
known as the “gymnasiarchial law of Beorea,” groups
the young men according to age. The groups are:
Paides
up to age 15;
Epheboi
ages 15 to 17;
Neoi or neaniskoi
ages 18 to 22.5
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UR ENGLISH WORD for “gymnasium” comes
directly from the Greek word gumnasia, which in
turn comes from the Greek verb gumnazo. This
verb means “to exercise naked.”1 The Greek gymnasium
originated in Athens. The citizens there espoused the
principles of the philosopher Pericles, who taught that
“men should have wisdom without the loss of manly
vigor.”2 Initially, the gymnasiums were places where
young men met both to exercise their bodies and learn
philosophy. Sometimes a sand-covered courtyard was
adjacent to the main gymnasium building. Men used
these courtyards for the purpose of physical exercises
that they could not do in the confined space of a building. At Pergamum, for instance, a courtyard measuring
243 by 118 feet was located next to the gymnasium.
According to inscriptions, this courtyard was used for
athletic training.3
In these Greek gymnasiums the young men were
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An inscription in the gymnasium at Amphipolis
names Apellas, son of Diogenes, as gymnasiarch or the
superintendent of athletic training. Along with this
inscription was a lengthy description of the laws or rules
for the youth, as well as detailed information about the
various activities and equipment in the gymnasium.6
Jewish history mentions only one example of a Greek
gymnasium. In the second century B.C., the Seleucid
ruler Antiochus Epiphanes was intent on Hellenizing
the Jews. During his rule, the Jewish high priest named
Jason built a gymnasium in Jerusalem and encouraged the Jewish young men to emulate the
Greek custom of exercising in the nude.
References to this are in the apocryphal
books of First and Second Maccabees:
I Maccabees 1:14-15—So they built
a gymnasium in Jerusalem, according
to Gentile custom, and removed
the marks of circumcision, and
abandoned the holy covenant.
They joined with the Gentiles
and sold themselves to do evil.
Right: Athlete
holding a strigil.
This statue is a
Roman copy of
a Greek original
from the 4th
century B.C.

carry olive oil for
cleaning their
bodies after exercise. The bottle
hung from the
wrist by a strap.

II Maccabees 4:12—For with alacrity [meaning:
eagerness or speed] he [Jason] founded a gymnasium right under the citadel, and he induced the
noblest of the young men to wear the Greek hat.7
The Greek hat was the three-cornered broad-brimmed
felt hat associated with the worship of the Greek god
Hermes. Undoubtedly the conservative Jewish leaders
of the second century B.C. would have considered any
such connection with a Greek god to be blasphemous.
Pious Jewish leaders known as the Hasidim considered Jason’s actions a great insult. So strong was the
offense that it was likely one of the catalysts that
provoked the Maccabean revolt that eventually
resulted in Jewish independence in 167 B.C.
By the time Paul was spreading the gospel throughout the Mediterranean world of the first century,
however, such keen resentment against the activities
in the Greek gymnasiums or in the Greek
games seemingly had abated. Having shed
its reputation of dishonor, the gymnasium had become an integral part of the
Greek city of the first century and was
as important as the public baths or
the theater. In fact, the gymnasiums
were available to all Greek citizens—
not exclusively to the youth.8 By
the first century A.D., gymnasiums
were places where all male citizens

Right: Strigil,
which athletes
used for scraping
oils off the body
after exercising
or competing.
Below: Greek
men used a small
ceramic bottle,
called an aryballos, mainly to
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were free to gather and discuss
matters of interest to them—and
to exercise. There Greek citizens
could participate in numerous
activities such as wrestling, boxing, and various other sports.
Those who were training to participate in the various games
throughout the Greco-Roman
world would have made use of
the gymnasiums to get themselves ready to participate in
the games.
The Greek gymnasiums
were public buildings, so

Interior of one of
the great rooms
in the Roman
gymnasium at
Hierapolis; Roman
Era.
ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ DAVID ROGERS (5/9/1)

•

Greeks initially located gymnasiums in open
fields on the outskirts of town, near a stream or
body of water for the benefit of its patrons.

• Patrons commonly used gymnasiums for both
military and athletic training.

•

As Greek cities grew, increasingly large and
elaborate gymnasiums were built in the center of
towns or along the seashore.

•

Eventually, every major Greek city had its own
gymnasium.

they probably were generally built by the local governing bodies of each municipality. However, some wealthy
citizen would possibly donate the money needed to
build one. Once built, though, the gymnasiarch was
financially responsible for the gymnasium’s upkeep and
supplies.9 Such a demand required the gymnasiarch to
have considerable wealth.
In 1 Timothy 4:8, Paul used the Greek word gumnasia. Interestingly, this is the only time the word appears
in the New Testament. The various English versions
most often translate gumnasia as “exercise” or “training.” In context, Paul used gumnasia in conjunction
with the adverb “bodily,” so he may have been connecting it with the gymnasium. Paul definitely used the
term to assert that bodily exercise has a legitimate place

in the Christian’s life. His emphasis seems to be that, if
physical or bodily exercise is profitable to the Christian,
then how much greater value is spiritual training.
Paul was not discouraging Timothy from engaging in
physical exercise by his assertion here. Rather he was
emphasizing the value of spiritual training for the
young minister.
In the last several decades Americans have experienced a renewed interest in health and physical fitness.
Physicians remind us that this interest among the general population is both good and needed. In response,
a plethora of television commercials try to sell every
imaginable kind of exercise equipment for the home.
As Christians, we should take Paul’s advice to Timothy
seriously. We must keep this matter in perspective
and realize that training in spiritual matters always
should take precedence over physical training.
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