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1 Timothy 2.1-7 

 

When Leonard Bernstein was composing his famous contemporary Mass —his rock, blues and jazz 

Mass—he said that he wanted it to be “an honest Mass.” What he meant was that he wanted the words 

and music of this Mass, this worship service, to ring true even to people who didn't see themselves as 

particularly religious, or churchy.  

 

Well, as such, he knew that the most demanding moment in the Mass would not be “Credo,” “I 

believe.” Most people out there believe, at least believe vaguely, in God in some way or another – 

even in NZ about 70%. The most demanding moment would not be Credo . It would be Oremus , “Let 

us pray.” Because to pray, to talk to God, we cannot hedge our bets about God, we have to move 

beyond vagueness and enter into a relationship with God. 

  

Sure enough, in Bernstein's Mass, when it comes time to pray, a chorus begins to intone a traditional 

prayer of confession, but then a lone tenor voice soars up above the others to sing:  

If I could, I'd confess. Good and loud, nice and slow. 

Get this load off my chest. Yes, but how Lord, I don't know.  

What I say, I don't feel. What I feel, I don't show 

What I show, isn't real.What is real, Lord? 

I don't know. No, no, no, I don't know. 

  

Now Bernstein may have assumed that only contemporary, and non-religious people, people infused 

with the sceptical principle of the enlightenment and modernity, would have problems with prayer, 

but reading the NT seems people there also had problems with prayer. Jesus knew his disciples were 

having problems with prayer. Maybe Paul knew his young disciple Timothy was having problems 

with prayer. We all have problems with prayer. I do. Many unanswered questions and of course all 

those unanswered prayers. And maybe you have heard so many sermons on prayer, you are thinking 

not another one! I still have problems after hearing so many.  

 

Well Paul seems sympathetic. He may have known Timothy has been given a lot of previous 

instruction about prayer, so he goes easy on him. He cuts to the chase. Pray often. Pray for everybody. 

Prayer is good. Prayer pleases God. Paul doesn’t tell Timothy how to do it or describe its mechanics, 

or even show off a polished example to follow. He approaches it more like a plumber than a poet. 

Like the Nike ad from years ago he says “just do it”. 

 

When I was a young keen Christian one of the things I was repeatedly told was to keep a prayer list 

beside my bed – in fact the devotional guides we used to have had spaces each day for that. When was 

the last time you made a list of people you wanted to pray for? Whose were the names you wrote 

down? 

 

Most of us would start with the people we know and love best: our spouse, our children, our parents; 

other close relatives and friends, those who are uppermost in our minds; people facing crisis or illness 

or death. Prayer lists often go out in concentric circles, with ourselves in the middle – and we will be 

sure, no doubt, to pray for all the various concerns that hammer away at us in our own lives, our 

family, our work, our responsibilities, our worries. 

 

Now Paul tells us here to pray for everyone, and of course he prays for his friends, and relatives and 

work colleagues – including Timothy; we know that from the things he says over and over again. But 

in this passage he strongly urges that we should start, as it were, at the other end. We should pray for 

the people who hold the world together by their rule, leadership and authority – for kings and all 

those who are in high positions – and I don’t know about you but for me there aren’t any of those 

who are part of my family, or friends or work colleagues – even any of those who ran for, let alone 

were elected to, the DCC! 
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For many Christians today, particularly those like most of us who have grown up in Western countries 

like NZ and have never know war or major civil disturbance in our own country, this often seems 

quite remote. We are happy (more or less) with our democratic institutions, our systems of 

government. We vote every few years, we answer referenda from time to time, we have a sense that 

we live in a free society. We’re not particularly eager to swap it for another system. Yes we’d like our 

politicians to use our tax money or rates more effectively, we grumble about some of their policies, 

but what they do doesn’t drive us to our knees to pray for them, to beseech God to guide them and 

lead them to create a better world for us all to live in. Many Christian who are reasonably content with 

their country (which opinion polls in NZ consistently show most of us are, despite what is reflected on 

talk back radio and current events show on television) are tempted to think that praying for kings and 

governments is a rather boring, conformist thing to do. Like propping up the status quo - as the saying 

used to be in the UK that the church of England was the conservative party at prayer!    

 

But supposing you live in countries which have had unstable government, or perhaps tyrannical 

government for years, as millions of Christians today do. Supposing you live with the dread of the 

knock on the door after dark which means the secret police have come to take someone away, perhaps 

to be totured or killed. Supposing the government knows about this, plays along with it, or is even 

directly responsible. Wouldn’t you be praying day and night for good, strong, wise, just rulers who 

would hold the world together and prevent the bullies and meglamaniacs from having it all their own 

way. 

 

And since we now live in such a world where messages, images and sounds can flash around the 

world in a matter of seconds, where the pain of someone in Syria or Kenya, can appear instantly in 

our screens on the other side of the world, should we not be joining together and praying for good, 

just and peaceful government on a worldwide scale, for the UN and all who seek to influence the 

rulers of the nations. 

 

And this train of thought brings us exactly to the point the Jewish people had been in for the last 

couple of centuries, and which many Christians also were in at this time, and if Paul was the writer of 

this letter then he was probably in prison at the time he wrote it, or at least when the ideas conveyed 

that were penned by one of his followers were voiced. And of course God’s people had often suffered 

this, both in the OT and now in the NT. And when they were suffering greatly, taken away as POWs 

to Bablyon, the prophet Jeremiah told them to settle down, live a normal life and pray to God on 

behalf of Babylon, because if Babylon was at peace they would be at peace. 

 

Now I can hear some Christians I know objecting. It’s compromise! Surely we ought to be praying 

against pagan rulers. They exploit their subjects, they oppress people, they are wicked and should be 

overthrown, we should be on the streets protesting. Well, in a sense, yes. But God’s ways are not our 

ways, and his timing is not necessarily the timing we would like. Prophets may be called to preach 

against oppressive regimes, to carry out prophetic actions. But for ordinary people it is better to be 

able to go about one’s business, to live at peace, to raise a family, to be allowed  to worship, without 

the awful insecurity that comes when governments are unstable or when different regimes follow in 

quick succession. 

 

This is what many Jews in Jesus day had realised. The Romans made all their subject peoples pray to 

the emperor, invoking him as lord and saviour. After they had done that they could go and pray to the 

many other gods they believed in. But they realised after a time this would not work with the Jews, 

who believed there was only one God; so they allowed them to pray to their own God, on behalf of 

the emperor. And this is the background to the early Christian attitude to God for those in authority, 

who followed suit in refusing to confess “Caesar as Lord” and would only say “Jesus is Lord.” 

 

And as always Paul makes some powerful theological points in this, followed by a practical one.  

1. First of all we are to pray for kings and all those who are in authority – because This is right and is 

acceptable in the sight of God our saviour. There is only one God, one lord and saviour, and it isn’t 

Caesar or any other human being, no matter how powerful they may be. Behind the scenes of all the 
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human machinations and activities of the powerful, God is actually the main actor, and however 

unlikely that might appear at times, God is moving events toward the fulfilment of God’s purposes. 

However surprising it may seem to us, praying for those in authority, even if they are pagan rulers, 

will become part of God’s mission in the world, which will one day mean that as Paul puts it in his 

letter to the church at Philippi, every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 

Lord. When rulers are doing their job, even if they don’t acknowledge God themselves, they create 

the peace and social stability, which will allow God’s people to worship without being harassed, and 

to build up families and communities that follow God’s way of goodness, of justice and peace.  That’s 

why in the OT the pagan ruler of what we now know as Iran, Cyrus, is seen as God’s anointed one, 

God’s servant carrying out God’s purposes for the world. I wonder do we pray for John Key, or did 

we for Helen Clark (to show I’m apolitical!!!) as God’s servants, helping to fulfil God’s purposes for 

the world?     

 

2. The reason for this is that when the world is at peace the gospel can spread more rapidly. One of the 

reasons for the rapid spread of the gospel through the Mediterranean world in the first 3 centuries was 

the pax romana – the roman peace that enabled the early Christian missionaries to move around so 

easily. v4 carries the understanding on by telling us that the reason this is acceptable to God is that 

God desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. So praying for 

everyone (enemies as well as friends) and for rulers to create conditions in which peace and dignity 

flourish, will be part of God’s saving mission in the world. Paul is saying that our prayers for others 

should mirror God’s own desires for humankind. And God’s desire is that everyone, all people, 

should be saved. This is reinforced in v6 where he writes that Jesus gave himself a ransom for all. 

Not just for some, but for all; and the great vision at the end of the bible, in the book of Revelation, is 

of a great multitude worshipping the lamb is made up of people from every nation, from all tribes 

and people and languages.  

 

Now of course has been great debate over the centuries, and still is today, of who might be saved, or 

who will be saved. Did Christ die for all, or just the elect? – or some would say more precisely who 

were the elect for whom Christ died? Don’t want to get into that debate here, but believe are a number 

of texts in the NT that strongly challenge any view that limits the scope of God’s salvation, and as one 

very prominent NT scholar puts it commenting on this text that “any theological system that turns its 

back on the universal” reach of God’s salvation…. “Postulates either a less generous or a less 

omnipotent God than 1 Timothy envisions.” 

 

3. And finally the ground on which we can come to God and pray or make intercession for others  like 

this, is the mediation of Christ. The word “intercession” is derived from a verb with the meaning “to 

have the good fortune to be admitted to an audience [with a king].” v5 spells out the basis for this 

good fortune: that there is… one mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus. A number 

of writers, perhaps most prominently James Torrance, have pointed out the centrality of Christ’s 

continuing mediation in the movement of prayer. Prayer is not something we perform through our 

own independent actions. Rather like intercession, prayer is an act resulting from the good fortune that 

Christ continues to intercede on our behalf as he carries our prayers to God the Father. That is the 

ground on which, however many questions and uncertainties we might have about prayer, and even 

about our right to ask God for anything, especially when we are feeling pretty miserable about 

ourselves and our world, we come to pray to God about the big issues of the world with confidence.  

 

And in doing this Paul is continuing to make a political statement. Just as there is only one God, and 

no human ruler, Caesar or anyone else (sportstar or showbiz celebrity) is God, so too there is only one 

mediator between humanity and that one God, Jesus Christ, and no human rulers can claim that in 

some way they embody or represent God. Only Jesus Christ does. And in praying to this God through 

Christ, we are helping to keep human authorities in their rightful place.  

 

The Christian community of Timothy’s time was persecuted for proclaiming the good news that God 

had revealed in Jesus Christ. Paul himself as he took up his calling to do this, as a herald, and 

apostle… a teacher of the Gentiles was persecuted and imprisoned. The early Christians were not 
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part of the social fabric in Gentile or Jewish communities. How much easier it would have been under 

all this threat from a bad world and bad rulers, to withdraw from society, to live a “quiet, peaceable, 

cloistered life”. Yet they desired otherwise because they knew that was God’s desire. They wanted to 

live fully and actively within their world in order to fulfil the proclamation of God’s radical desire of 

salvation for all. And part of that was praying for good government which would create peaceable 

conditions, so that Christian communities could flourish in the wider communities in which they 

lived, and their godliness and dignity would empower their proclamation of God’s love for all. As 

John Chrysostom wrote just a few centuries later, “No one can feel hatred towards those for whom 

one prays.” 

 

There is much talk today about the mission of the church, or about the missional church. A lot of it 

focuses on looking at the activities the church is engaged in. Starting to do something. But that is to 

begin at the wrong place. The place to begin is actually with our prayers. Does our praying reflect the 

desires of God for God’s world. As another NT scholar (Gordon Fee) puts it at the conclusion of his 

commentary on this passage: “Mission is inherent in the very character of God, who wants all people 

to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth and in the redemptive work of Christ, who gave 

himself as a ransom for all people.” This then calls us to be God’s missionary people, but that will 

only flow out of a people who are engaged in missional praying for God’s world. 

 

Let’s JUST DO IT! 

 

 

  


