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e examined last week the immediate context of I Tim. 4:10 – which begins at 3:16.  The 

Apostle is highlighting the need for a strong confessional Christology especially in light of 

the pervasive apostasy that threatened the first century Church.  We looked at the 

soteriological implications of interpreting this verse along the lines advanced by 

Arminians and found that approach decidedly unhelpful.  How else can we interpret Paul’s 

language? 

 

I. First, the sense of the words to save, savior and related words.  It is clear from the Old 

Testament verb yasha’ that its essential meaning is to deliver from external evils, such as in 

battles, only rarely from moral troubles.  Physical rescue is prominent in its usage.  Cf. Ps. 

36:6.  In NT times, the same sense is often found in the literature, although in the NT the 

spiritual sense is the more common.  It is not surprising, then, that so many commentators 

give “Savior” the sense of preserver or something very similar in our text,1 as Baugh,2 Barrett,3 

Dibelius and Conzelmann,4 Fairbairn,5 Fee,6 Guthrie,7 Hendriksen,8 J. N. D. Kelly,9 William 

Kelly,10 Kent,11 Lock,12 Simpson,13 Vine.14  It is, of course, the common secular sense of the 

words.  In addition to Psalm 36:6, a text which in its context is written with Noah and the 

beasts of the field in mind,15 to which reference is made above, one might refer to Judges 3:9, 

where the term “deliverer” (NKJV), referring to Othniel, is in the Hebrew text savior (YASHA).  

Other texts include Judges 3:15, Nehemiah 9:27, Obadiah 21, Psalm 104:27-28, 106:21, and 

145:9, 16, 17.  Jonah 4:10-11 is especially touching concerning God’s kind concern for His 

creation.  He is its Preserver and Deliverer, its Savior.16  The same sense of God’s kindness, 

love and mercy to His creation is found in the New Testament (see Matt. 5:45; Luke 6:35; Rom. 

1:21; Acts 17:25, 28; 27:31, 44 (the root of to save is found here).17  It surely is agreed that the 

common secular sense of the term to save and savior refer to the secular meaning of to deliver 

or to preserve, if the saving is an extended saving.  Does the context of I Timothy 4 support the 

sense of to preserve or to deliver?  My late professor of theology, S. Lewis Johnson convinced me 

that this is exactly how we are to understand Paul’s teaching.18  The context deals with the 

apostasy to come “in latter times” (1), characterized by the activity of “deceiving spirits” (1) 

and demonic doctrines.  Hypocritical “lies” (2) are the words of the apostates and their aides as 

they speak from “seared” consciences (2).  Among their teachings are attacks upon the 

providential care of the creator God, for they command abstention by believers (3) from His 

provision of food (3).  All of our Creator God’s created things are good, and should be received 

with thanks (4).  The brethren should be so instructed (6).  “Fables” are to be rejected, and 

one’s exercise should be toward “godliness” (7), which has promise for the present life (8) as 

well as the future,--a trustworthy saying (9).  The apostle speaking for the saints, says we 

labor and suffer reproach from the worldlings, since our trust is in “the living God” (10), the 

latter term of broad significance, which includes His work of saving in restraint of sin from the 

perils of life since the Fall (10).  The living God is the Preserver of all men, even the ungodly, 

but He is such “especially of those who believe.”  It is clear that the context is broad and 

inclusive of all God’s saving and preserving work as “the living God.”   

W 



II. Second, how shall the interpreter handle the words, “all men”?  It is likely that the expression 

in 2:3-4, where it occurs two times, refers to all men without distinction, not all men without 

exception.  The note of distinction is sounded in verse 1, continued in verse 2 and in the 

concluding verse of the section, verse 7, where Paul calls himself a “teacher of the Gentiles.”  

The strength of the opposing argument, namely that Christ died for all without exception, lies 

in the ambiguity of the word all,19  In our text the argument does not turn on the sense of all 

as being all without distinction as it does in 2:3-7, that is, some of all sorts.  We may take the 

“all men” here to mean all without exception, that is, all of all sorts in the light of the fact that 

the text speaks of God’s common grace, His care and provision for all His creation. 

  

III. Third, what is the sense of the adverb MALISTA, rendered by “especially”?  The English 

word, “especial,” with its synonym of “particular,” denotes a distinction among other examples 

of the same general category: notably unusual (suffered from measles of unusual severity), or 

an individual member of a subclass in logic.20   If this is the meaning of “especially,” then the 

believers belong to a subclass of “all men.”  The living God is the Savior of all men, among 

whom are those who believe.21  There is an impossible difficulty here.  In the sense in which 

God is the savior of beliefs, that is, giving in grace eternal life to them through the Son’s 

atoning sacrifice, He is not the Savior of any others.  He only saves believers in that sense.  As 

Ralph Wardlaw, an Amyraldian, says, “He saves none but them that believe.  He does not save 

them especially and others partially or conditionally:  He saves them exclusively.”22  In the 

realm of divine care and preservation of His creation there is an “especially.”  The living God 

preserves and cares for His whole creation in common grace, but especially extends such care 

to His eternally beloved saints, the lovers of His Son, the justified ones.  It is clear from the 

adverb, “especially,” that “Savior” cannot be given the sense of eternal salvation the guilt and 

penalty of sin.23  Calvin is right, God’s kindness extends to all men, and “if all share in God’s 

kindness, how much more shall the godly know it . . . In short, will He not keep them in all 

things safe to the end?”24   

 

IV. Finally, what does history have to say concerning the text and its interpretation?  First, a 

comment concerning the relation of the text to secular history.  The term S TER was in 

common use in both classical Greek and Koine Greek as a title of the heathen gods (Zeus, 

Apollo, Hermes, Asclepius, etc.), of the Roman emperors, and many leading officials.  They 

were viewed as delivering men from calamities and supplying various physical needs having to 

do with man’s general “well-being.”25  It is striking that Paul uses the tern S TER of God the 

Father only in the Pastorals (I Tim. 1:1; 2:3; 4:10; Tit. 1:3; 2:10; 3:4).  Elsewhere the term is 

referred to Christ (I Cor. 1:21; Eph. 2:4, 5, 8; Phil. 1:28).  It seems clearly possible that the 

more Paul came into contact with the Roman world, the more likely he might be to use the 

term S TER in the sense in which it was commonly used, that is, of God as the God of 

common grace, the Preserver and Deliverer of His creation, “both man and beast” (Psa. 36:6; 

Acts 17:28).   Baugh is of the opinion that I Timothy 4:10 is “a polemical aside aimed at the 

false veneration of men who were no longer living,” the “gods” and “saviors” of ancient 

Ephesian inscriptions.26  Second, a comment from the history of the Christian interpretation of 

the text under discussion here.  Turretin points out that Chrysostom, Oecumenius, Primasius 

and Ambrose say, “He is the Savior of all at present” (i.e., as far as regards the present life), 

but of believers only ‘in the future’ and as to eternal life; cf. Thomas Aquinas on the passage—

‘who is Savior of the present and future life because he saves with a bodily salvation as to all, 

and thus he is called the Savior of all men.  He saves by a spiritual salvation also as to the 

good and is hence said to be the Savior especially of them that believe’ (Angelici Doctoris Divi 

Thomae . . . Commentaria in Epistolas omnes D. Pauli, II/V [1856], p. 34 on I Tim. 4:10).”27 

   

 



CONCLUSION:   This interpretation of I Tim. 4:10, as advanced by S. Lewis Johnson and Steven 

Baugh, fits the semantic use of S TER and is supported by its historical circumstances.  

Furthermore, as Baugh points out, “it fits the flow of thought that the apostle is developing in the 

passage equally well.  In 4:6-8, Paul had alluded directly to Timothy’s historical circumstances 

when confronted with the keen interest in bodily exercise shown by the Ephesians, indeed, by all 

Greeks.  He points out the small return that an investment in bodily exercise yields in relation to 

the great profit godliness brings, ‘not only in the present life, but also in the life to come’ (v. 8).  

Hence, Paul shows in v. 10 that God is the provider of earthly beneficence, even for people absorbed 

by physical discipline which relates to ‘the present life’ (v. 8).  But God is especially beneficent to 

those who train themselves in godliness, because he not only cares for the earthly needs of 

believers, but also for their needs in ‘the life to come.’  Taken in this light, I Tim. 4:10 is revealed to 

be a polemical aside aimed at the false veneration of men who were no longer living, yet who were 

publicly honored as gods and saviors upon the Ephesian inscriptions.  As such, the phrase, ‘Savior 

of all people, especially of believers,’ should not be interpreted as teaching a universal atonement.  

It is an assertion of the deity of the true and living God in the face of pagan notions of deity; and it 

asserts that the saviors looked to by the peoples with whom Paul and Timothy associated daily 

could not be compared with the true Benefactor of all people, the Living God, whose common grace 

embraces the whole world.”28 
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