
"TIMOTHY OF LYSTRA" 
(Acts 16:1-10) 

(F.F. Bruce) 

  Of all members of Paul's circle, there was none with whom he formed a closer mutual attachment 
than Timothy. In six of Paul's letters Timothy's name is associated with his own in the superscription; in 
four of these Timothy's name is the only one to be associated with Paul's in this way. This does not mean 
(except, just possibly, in Colossians) that Timothy had any responsible share in the composition of the 
letter. He may have taken down the letter at Paul's dictation, but Paul does not give a man a place 
alongside himself in the superscription just because he was his amanuensis. Paul had other companions 
when he sent the letters in question, but Timothy's name is associated with his own because Timothy 
shared his ministry on a permanent footing.  

Timothy's antecedents are indicated in Acts and the Pastoral Epistles. He was a native of Lystra 
(modern Zostera, near Hatunsaray), in the Lycaonian region of the province of Galatia. He was the son of 
a mixed marriage, his mother being a Jewess and his father a Greek. (The Jews of AnatoIia were reputed 
to be laxer in such matters than Jews in many other parts of the Dispersion.) But his Jewish mother 
(Eunice by name) brought him up in her faith, with the added encouragement of her own mother Lois 
(2 Tim. 1:5); in particular, he was well versed from childhood in the OT scriptures, presumably in their 
Greek form (2 Tim. 3:15). He first appears in Luke's narrative when Paul (accompanied by Silas) pays his 
second visit to Lystra, returning to his Gentile mission-field after the Council of Jerusalem. By this time 
Timothy could be called a 'disciple..., the son of a Jewish woman who was a believer (Acts 16:1); it 
appears, then, that mother and son had come to faith in Christ during Paul's previous visit to Lystra (in 
company with Barnabas), two or three years previously (Acts 14:6- 20). That Timothy was a convert of 
Paul's is further implied by his description as Paul's 'true-born child in the faith' (1 Tim. 1:2).  

Timothy's spiritual development had been rapid since his conversion: he was commended not only 
by responsible Christians in his own city but also by those in Iconium, about eighteen miles away. Paul 
quickly satisfied himself that their commendation was well founded, and decided that this youth had the 
qualities which would make him a very valuable assistant to him in his missionary and pastoral work. 
Timothy, for his part, was very willing to accompany Paul. He no doubt found something exceptionally 
captivating about Paul's personality: for his sake, and for the sake of the gospel to which Paul was 
dedicated, he was prepared to forget the ambitions which a young man of his gifts and opportunities 
could reasonably have cherished. His ready self-sacrifice and unfailing devotion were deeply appreciated 
by Paul.  

As the son of a Jewish mother—one, moreover, who had himself been brought up in the Jewish 
faith - Timothy would have ranked as a genuine Jew, but for the 
fact that he had never been circumcised (no doubt his Gentile 
father would not hear of such a thing). To all practical intents and 
purposes he was a Jew in Gentile eyes, but in Jewish eyes he was 
worse than a Gentile—he was an apostate (because 
uncircumcised) Jew. Therefore, to regularize his status, Paul 
circumcised him. Had he not done so, as Martin Hengel says, he 
'would have supported apostasy and would no longer have been 
allowed to appear in any synagogue." To Paul, circumcision in 
itself was a matter of complete indifference (Gal. 5:6; 6:15). What 
he objected to was circumcision imposed or accepted as a 
religious obligation or as necessary for salvation.  

Timothy accompanied Paul (and Silas/Silvanus) west and 
north-west through Asia Minor to Troas, where they were joined 
by Luke. From there they set sail for Macedonia, landing at 
Neapolis (modern Kavalla) and going inland to Philippi. There 
Timothy saw some of the hazards attendant on apostolic activity 



—he had probably seen them already, although without personal involvement, when Paul was nearly 
stoned to death at Lystra on his first visit there. From Philippi the missionary party went on to 
Thessalonica, and after some weeks they had to leave that city in a hurry. Paul was escorted for his own 
safety first to Beroea and then on to Athens, and when Silvanus and Timothy were able to rejoin him in 
Athens, Timothy was sent back to Thessalonica to see how the young church there was faring, and to give 
it the encouragement and reassurance it required in the midst of persecution. This was a responsible 
mission, and Timothy must have been judged capable of discharging it. He returned to join Paul in 
Corinth, bringing a good report of the Thessalonian Christians' stability and witness, which prompted the 
sending of 1 Thessalonians. 

For the greater part of Paul's eighteen-months stay in Corinth, and later of his three-years ministry in 
Ephesus, Timothy appears to have been with him. Paul's ministry in Ephesus was punctuated with dis- 
quieting reports from his converts in Corinth, and in his dealings with them he found Timothy's aid of 
great value. He sent Timothy from Ephesus to Corinth about the same time as the letter which we know 
as 1 Corinthians, to convey by word of mouth some of the lessons emphasized in the letter (1 Cor. 4:17). 
Timothy evidently set out before the letter was sent, but might not arrive in Corinth until after it had been 
received; presumably he was to visit other places as well as Corinth. (This was probably the visit 
mentioned in Acts 19:22; if so, Timothy was to include Macedonia in his itinerary.) Paul thought it 
necessary to urge the Corinthians not to despise Timothy but put him at his ease among them (I Cor. 
16:10, 11); it may be gathered that Timothy's personality was not forceful enough to cope with the self-
confidence of some members of the church of Corinth.  

Timothy was with Paul in Corinth a year or two later when the Epistle to the Romans was dispatched 
(Rom. 16:21), and he was one of the large party that accompanied Paul on his last voyage to Judaea (Acts 
20:4). After Paul's arrest in Jerusalem we lose sight of Timothy, but he reappears with Paul in Rome, if the 
captivity epistles were composed there (Phil. 1:1; Col. 1:1; Philem. 1). When Paul had reason to believe 
that a judicial decision would soon be taken about him in the imperial court, he wrote to his Philippian 
friends telling them that, as soon as he knew the outcome, he would send Timothy to give them the news 
and to bring him back news of them. It is at this point that he gives Timothy a quite remarkable 
encomium: 'I have no one like him, who will be genuinely anxious for your welfare. They all look after 
their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But Timothy's worth you know, how as a son with a father 
he has served with me in the gospel' (Phil. 2:20-22).  

If Timothy was actually Paul's amanuensis for this letter, he must have blushed as he took down 
these words. These words, it may be thought, do not set Paul's other companions in a very good light. 
But consider what he was asking Timothy to undertake—a forty-days journey on foot from Rome to 
Philippi (with the short sea-crossing of the Straits of Otranto) and another forty-days journey back. There 
were not many of his friends whom he could expect to do that for him; but he knew that Timothy would 
do it willingly. A few verses above he has entreated the Philippian Christians to emulate the self-denying 
mind 'which was also in Christ Jesus' (Phil. 2:5); here in Timothy they had a living example of one who 
manifested that mind (and another example is provided by Epaphroditus, who is commended in the next 
paragraph).  

All the affection which a father could feel for a likeminded son Paul felt for Timothy, and in return he 
received from Timothy all the service and devotion which a son could give to a father.  

On one occasion Paul gave Timothy a responsible commission to be fulfilled in the Ephesian church 
(1 Tim. 1:3); later he sent him a message from his condemned cell, begging him to come to him with all 
haste and to collect on the way the cloak, books and parchments which he had left at Troas some time 
before (2 Tim. 4:6-12). We do not know if Timothy reached Rome in time to see the apostle alive.  

Nor do we know if it was before this, or at a rather later date, that Timothy himself was imprisoned 
for the gospel's sake. 'Our brother Timothy', we read in the personal notes with which the Epistle to the 
Hebrews is concluded, has been released, with whom I shall see you if he comes soon' (Heb. 13:23). The 
place and circumstances of this imprisonment must remain obscure; Timothy, as we take our leave of him, 
continues to be involved in the activities and hazards of the gospel ministry. 


