
The Motives of Ungodly Contention 
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Introduction 

 When we began this letter to Timothy, we found that Paul was deeply concerned about 

false teachings that had begun to influence the church, jeopardizing the very Gospel, upon 

which, the church had been built.  Disputes about endless genealogies and abuses of the Mosaic 

laws were causing divisions and reeking havoc in the church.  To be sure, there was an 

appearance of godliness in these teachings, but all in all, they were deceptively destructive and 

contrary to the teachings of Christ and His gospel.  And I have stated throughout the course of 

this study, that this letter is a letter that, sadly, contrary to many in our day, emphasizes the 

critical importance of right doctrine, because doctrine always effects how you live.  You live out 

of what you believe about anything.   

 And by the time we got to the middle of the letter, we had come to that critical juncture; 

that "Caesarea Philippi moment" for Paul, as it were, when he declared that the church (and her 

doctrine) is to be guarded, because the church is God's house, which He has ordained to be the 

pillar and support of His soul saving, life changing truth.   

 And throughout the course of the letter, Paul had addresses several practical matters, 

which emerged out of the theological concerns that he had expressed in chapter one.  In other 

words, he had addressed some of the specific fruits that had come out of the wrong thinking and 

philosophies that were brought into the church by false teachers.  And so, he talked about the 

importance of praying for leaders and governmental authorities, the proper biblical roles of men 

and women in the church, the qualifications for office bearers (elders and deacons), the critical 

need to cling to the true gospel which accords with true godliness, not forbidding marriage or the 

eating of certain foods as some alleged means to some better form of spirituality, rejecting old 

wives fables, treating each other as members of the same family according to age, honoring 

widows, honoring elders, rebuking sinning elders and honoring masters.  And in all of these 
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varied topics, a common connection existed, in that, false teachings were at the root of Paul's 

need to address all of them.  In other words, none of these were just random instructions that 

Paul was giving Timothy, but rather, all of them sprung out of the problems that had existed 

because of the root philosophies and false teachings that had infiltrated the church.  In other 

words, all of these practical instructions are rooted in doctrinal realities.  But, seeing that the 

poor doctrine had already taken its course, Paul was compelled to address both the root and the 

fruit of the problem. 

 And the confirmation of all that I am saying here, comes in the final portion of this letter, 

which we are beginning to move into, this morning.  Here is the other side of the capsule, as it 

were, where Paul comes back to addressing his opening, doctrinal concerns, from which the 

entire letter has emerged.  It is the top piece of bread to the sandwich that has been made 

throughout the course of the letter.  And as Paul now puts on the capstone, he will also further 

expose the ungodly motives of the false teachers and agitators, who have caused these ("doctrinal 

leading to practical") problems that have disrupted the unity and prosperity of the church at 

Ephesus.   

I. The Motives of Ungodly Contention 

 And so, Paul moves into the closing section of the letter with the words found at the end 

of verse 2, "Teach and exhort these things."  What things?  Certainly, that which Paul has 

addressed in the immediate context regarding bondservants honoring masters, and also that 

which he has addressed in the broader context of honoring widows and elders, as well.  But even 

further, I believe, as I have stated already, that this statement is relevant to the entire letter.  And I 

think verses 3 and following confirm this, as the gateway that brings us into the closing of the 

letter. 

 "If anyone teaches otherwise..."  For the moment, we can note that Paul is here calling 

out the false teachers, about to expose their false motives and ungodly intentions.  "If anyone 

contradicts the instructions that I have given to you here, and does not consent ("does not fall in 

line with, agree with and clearly avow") to wholesome words ("words that actually nourish and 

flourish the soul unto greater growth in godliness"), even the words of our Lord Jesus Christ 
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("set forth and implied by the gospel, and revealed to His chosen Apostles"), and to the doctrine 

which accords with (which aligns with and produces) godliness..."  "If anyone contradicts what I 

say to you here, as a representative of Christ Himself, then know for certain that such a one is not 

innocent or confused, but rather, he is proud.  His pride, and no true allegiance to Christ, is what 

drives him to contradict these teachings."   

 And so, here Paul exposes one of the critical roots of the false teachers, who would teach 

philosophies and baseless principles that contradict the teachings of Christ and His Apostles, 

namely, pride.  And if you think about it, for someone to think that they know better than Christ 

and His Apostles, is the ultimate form of personal deception.  For, in Christ, is hidden all of the 

treasures of wisdom and knowledge, and He contains the fullness of divinity (of Godhood), 

bodily.  He is God.  That being the case, He probably knows something more about the true path 

to godliness.  But pride is so heinous and deceptive, that it can (and does) drive finite creatures to  

actually challenge the Creator.   

 But notice, Paul pulls back the curtain of pride, exposing its utterly deceptive ways within 

those who harbor it, when he adds the phrase, "knowing nothing."  You see, that's the irony of the 

whole matter, isn't it?  Those who are here proud; those who think they have some alleged higher 

wisdom and means of obtaining true virtue and godliness (apart from Christ), actually know 

nothing.  They are devoid of true knowledge and true wisdom, because they seek it outside of 

Christ.  They are empty and spiritually malnourished (opposite of "wholesome words"), and their 

pride is the very source of their own destruction.  [Ill. Drinking salt water to quench 

thirst...makes things worse!].  And so, pride is one of the essential roots that compels the false 

teacher to contend with the true Word of Christ. 

 Moving on then, we find how that root of pride, manifests itself in the types of outward 

contentions that were causing problems and division in the church of Ephesus, by these false 

teachers.  Notice, Paul adds, that the false teacher who teaches against the teachings of  

Christ, "is obsessed with disputes and arguments over words..."  Being himself malnourished, 

having not embraced the "wholesome words of Christ," he draws out of his own defiled well, and 

seeks to contaminate others, by stirring up disputes about petty things.  He is obsessed with 

trivial, minor issues, and seeks to draw everyone's attention away from the larger task at hand, by 
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causing contentions over things that really don't matter.  Like the Pharisees, he is so consumed 

with straining unclean gnats, that he doesn't see how he is swallowing the unclean camel, at the 

same time.  And so, the church cannot grow or prosper or reach out with the gospel, because it is 

constantly battling over petty, trivial matters that have no true spiritual value for the kingdom of 

God.   

 Notice, Paul highlights the specific rotten fruits that are produced by these disputes and 

arguments over words.  "From which come envy (one covets the alleged higher knowledge of the 

other), strife (arguments and fights), reviling (brethren slandering brethren), evil suspicions (a 

lack of trust and a continuous calling into question the motives of others), useless wranglings 

("one up-manship," constant friction and bitter discord) of men of corrupt minds (minds defiled 

by utter nonsense and fruitless debates) and destitute of the truth (without any knowledge --

empty-- of the genuine truth, which produces unity and love and compassion and mercy), who 

suppose that godliness is a means of gain." 

 And here, we have a second root motive that drives this whole ship of contentious 

division (which ultimately aims to destroy the church), namely, covetousness.  At the root of 

these false teachers, who promote ungodly contention, is both pride (as we have already seen) 

and a thirst for financial and material gain (wealth).  Indeed, they see their pursuit of godliness 

(godliness according to their own false presumptions and false teachings) as a means of padding/

lining their own pockets.  In other words, at the root, what drives them, is no sincere desire to 

know and understand the will of God, but rather, their covetous desire to increase their material 

wealth.  And this, all the more, destroys any notion that they are simply confused about what 

they do.  Rather, they are intentional in what they do, because they are driven by pride and 

covetousness; two vices that can only be kept in check by the power and grace of Christ, whose 

teaching they reject, and with Whom, they are in contention.  And so, here Paul has pulled back 

the curtain, to expose the true anatomy of the false teacher, and the gross motives that lead him 

to create contention and division in Christ's church.  And to that end, they are without excuse and 

guilty of great sins against God and Christ! 

 Because of this hidden reality, Paul therefore exhorts Timothy (and the church, through 

Timothy) to distance themselves from these false teachers.  Notice, in the final portion of verse 5, 
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he states, "From such withdraw yourself."  "Avoid them, put them out, don't entertain them, lest 

they infect you with their wicked and corrupt designs; lest you covet their advancements in the 

world and adopt their godless methods, moving away from your call in the kingdom of Christ! 

II. Closing Thoughts and Applications 

 1) Let us be aware that false teachers/prophets, elsewhere called "wolves in sheeps 

clothing" by our Lord (Matt. 7:15), always have hidden, sinful motives, driving what they do.  

And generally speaking, they are driven by pride (a desire to be praised themselves and to gain 

power; a desire to be God, such that they even use the reality of God as an attempt to usurp His 

throne for themselves) and/or covetousness (the desire to store up financial wealth and material 

possessions).  They may seem so nice and innocent on the outside, but on the inside, this is 

always the case.   

 Now, how can I be certain about this?  Besides what Paul has just revealed in our main 

text, we can be certain that a false teacher (who compromises the gospel itself--not talking about 

those who may be in error about peripheral issues) cannot have the Holy Spirit within them.  And 

apart from the Holy Spirit, some other motive, outside of Christ, must be driving their desires, no 

matter what they might say with their lips.  And so, they either love praise or wealth or more than 

likely, in most cases, both.  Now, why do I say all of this?  Because, as our Lord said, you will 

know the false teacher/prophet by his fruits.  And that then ought to compel us to carefully 

examine what any given preacher or teacher preaches or teaches.  To be sure, there are loads of 

books written and sermons recorded, that are written/preached by men (or women) who are 

extremely gifted in tickling the ears with comforting words, while compromising the gospel.  

And we, therefore, must be on guard, brethren.  How many of us consider the author of the book, 

before reading it, no matter how nice the title sounds and seems to be suited for a particular 

spiritual need that we long to have met?  Do research on the author.  Ask us, or a well trained 

brother/sister in Christ, if they know anything about the author or speaker.  I fear that we can 

become too casual in this way, setting ourselves up for a subtle, but authentic disaster, when we 

take in, even truth mixed with very subtle, but powerful, anti-gospel error ("The shack," "The 

Jesus Calling"...etc).  These wolves have a way of providing plenty of sugar to cause you to 
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swallow the whole pill of their poison.  They have a way of saying just the right things, to 

accommodate their dangerous teachings, all of which, is driven by pride and covetousness. 

 2) True godliness and virtue are not things that can be 

attained through human means, in any way, whatsoever.  That is why pride, which is the ultimate 

source of man's dependence upon himself, is one of the greatest (if not the greatest) self-

destructive vices that exists within the heart of fallen mankind.  It renders man impotent in every 

spiritual sense.  And the irony is, that, by nature, pride and self-confidence are the most desirable 

means of accomplishing anything, for fallen creatures.  That is why all of the, "you just gotta 

believe in yourself," and "you just gotta have faith in you," fluff that permeates virtually every 

moral of the story on TV and in the movies, is what naturally appeals to our flesh.  Indeed, 

"making you feel great about yourself" (causing you to "dig down deep to find the good and 

power within you") is what sells products and brings in great ratings.   

 You see, telling people that they are totally corrupt by nature and incapable of rescuing 

themselves from their natural evil and corruption, generally won't appeal to the natural man.  But 

the profound reality is this: "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of God."  

True virtue and genuine godliness come, only by means of the gospel and the Christ of the 

gospel.  True life and holiness begin with a fear of God and a knowledge of the Holy One; a 

despising of one's own evident depravity and a fleeing away from self, and toward Christ alone, 

who is, has, and freely offers the righteousness of God, to all who come to Him by faith.  True 

godliness and virtue can only come, in, by and through Jesus Christ.  It cannot be found 

anywhere else in this world.  Indeed, the Son of God had to become man, to meet God's 

righteous standard as a man, and to die as a man, on behalf of sinful men, so that such a 

righteousness could be brought to our utterly fallen and helpless race.  And it is only by being a 

recipient of this grace, which Christ freely gives to all who abandon their self-confidence and 

cling to Him, that true godliness and virtue can be found.  You see, ultimately, the motivation for 

godliness, only comes when a sinner, who has been redeemed by Christ, understands the 

particular love that Christ has for him, which then drives him to pursue true godliness and virtue 

in Christ, his sole source of all dependence for every spiritual blessing. 
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 Where then does that leave you, who are presently outside of Jesus Christ?  Still festering 

in your own pride, which leaves you utterly bankrupt, knowing nothing, while striving to find 

fulfillment in material things that just don't and cannot possibly satisfy. 

 3) Finally, brethren, let us be careful, in our pursuit of holiness, to major on the majors 

and not on the minors.  Some people will squabble over things that just really don't matter, and 

this is a great hindrance, to both, our sanctification and the work of the gospel.  Let us ever 

remember the big picture plan of what this is all about, brethren, and let us be certain that what 

we consider to be significant matters of morality, are really significant matters of morality to 

God.  Now, this is not to say that we should ever take sin lightly, but at the same time, we want to 

make sure that we are not causing contention over petty, minor, trivial things.  We only live once 

in this life, brethren.  Let's make it count! 

Amen!!! 

Benediction: Jude 1:24-25
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