2 Timothy 2:20



- is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, which is used to transition to a new topic or line of thought.  When used this way it is translated “Now.”  With this we have the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the feminine singular adjective MEGAS, meaning “great, large” and the noun OIKIA, which means “house” and is used metaphorically here for the local church.  This is followed by the negative OUK, meaning “not” with the present active indicative from the verb EIMI, which means “to be: there are.”

The present tense is an aoristic present, which presents the action as a fact without reference to its beginning, end, progress, or result.


The active voice indicates that the situation herein described produces the action of being what it is.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

With this we have the adverb of degree MONOS, meaning “only.”  Then we have the predicate nominative from the neuter plural noun SKEUOS, meaning “a container of any kind: vessel, jar, or dish.”  With this we have the adjectives CHRUSOUS, meaning “gold; golden” and connective conjunction KAI, meaning “and” followed by the adjective ARGUROUS, meaning “made of silver; silver.”
“Now in a large house there are not only gold and silver vessels”
- is the adversative conjunction ALLA, meaning “but” with the adjunctive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “also.”  Then we have the predicate nominative from the neuter plural adjective XULINOS, which means “wooden” with the connective conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the adjective OSTRAKINOS, which means “made of earth; earthen.”  Implied by ellipsis is the repetition of the word “vessels,” which is not necessary to state, since the meaning is so obvious.
“but also wood and earthenware.”
- is the emphatic use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “In fact.”  This is followed by the coordinating conjunctions MEN…DE, meaning “on the one hand…on the other hand.”  However, when this construction is combined with the two predicate nominative neuter plural relative pronouns HOS, the meaning becomes “some…others.”  (See BAGD, p. 727.)  Because we have the nominative case here and no verb, the verb must be supplied from the context as a function of ellipsis or deliberate omission of the obvious.  Therefore, we go back to the previous sentence and bring in the main verb EIMI, meaning “[there are].”  Then we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of purpose from the feminine singular noun TIMĒ, meaning “for the purpose of honor” with the preposition EIS plus the accusative of purpose from the feminine singular noun ATIMIA, meaning “for the purpose of dishonor.”
This is the exact same construction Paul used in Rom 9:21,   

 “In fact, [there are], on the one hand some for the purpose of honor, but on the other hand others for the purpose of dishonor.”
2 Tim 2:20 corrected translation
“Now in a large house there are not only gold and silver vessels but also wood and earthenware.  In fact, [there are], on the one hand some for the purpose of honor, but on the other hand others for the purpose of dishonor.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now in a large house [local church] there are not only gold and silver vessels [believers]”

a.  The interpretation of this verse depends upon the parallel use of this analogy in Romans 9, where Paul first taught this principle.


b.  The passage in Romans 9:13-24 says:

Rom 9:13, “Just as it stands written, ‘I love that Jacob, but I hate that Esau.’”  Notice the contrast between a believer and unbeliever, not between a good believer and a bad believer.
Rom 9:14, “Therefore, what are we to conclude?  There is no unrighteousness (wrongdoing, injustice) with God, is there? Emphatically not.”
Rom 9:15, “For instance He says to Moses, ‘I will have mercy on whomever I show mercy, ‘and I will have compassion on whomever I show compassion.’”
Rom 9:16, “So then, [it is] not because of him who desires [mercy and compassion], nor because of him who exerts oneself to the limit of one’s powers in an attempt to run after blessing, but from God who has mercy.”
Rom 9:17, “For the Scripture says about Pharaoh, ‘For this very reason I have caused you to appear [in history], in order that I might demonstrate My power by means of you, and in order that My Person might be proclaimed throughout all the earth.”  [Notice that Pharaoh is the illustration of an unbeliever.]
Rom 9:18, “So then, He shows mercy on whom He desires, but whom He wishes He hardens.”
Rom 9:19, “Therefore, you will say to me, ‘Why does He still find fault?  Because who has resisted His purpose [intention]?’”
Rom 9:20, “On the contrary, O mankind [a term for unregenerate man], you, who are you, who answers back to the God?  Can what is molded say to its molder, ‘Why have you made me like this?’  No of course not.”
Rom 9:21, “Or does not the potter have authority over the clay from the same lump to make one on the one hand a vessel for the purpose of honor,  and on the other hand another for the purpose of dishonor?  Of course he does.”
Rom 9:22, “Moreover, although willing to demonstrate His wrath and to reveal His omnipotence, God has endured with great patience vessels of wrath [unbelievers] having been prepared (designed) for destruction [Last Judgment],”
Rom 9:23, “also in order that He might reveal the riches of His glory on vessels of mercy, which [vessels] He previously prepared for glory,”
Rom 9:24, “even us whom He has elected, not only from among Jews but also from among Gentiles.”

a.  Paul now transitions from the leadership in the local church (pastors, both good and bad) to the congregation of the local church.

b.  The large house is analogous to the local church.  The vessels or household furnishings in the house are analogous to the people in the church.

c.  The vessels, cups, bowls, etc. made out of gold and silver are analogous to the various categories of believers.  There are various categories of believers as described here by the two different kinds of precious metals.



(1)  The golden vessel is representative of the winner-believer and invisible hero, who is being filled up with all the fullness of God.



(2)  The silver vessel is representative of the positive believer, who is continuing to advance to spiritual maturity.



(3)  Both of these categories of believers are highly valued in the local church, just as they are highly valued in the home.


d.  The analogy to a large house does not imply that all local churches should be large.  Nor does this imply that only large churches have gold and silver believers.  Nor does this imply that small churches only have one type of believer.  It is a violation of the correct principles of hermeneutics (the science of interpretation of Scripture) to stretch an analogy beyond its limits.  Those who would say that only large churches can have gold and silver vessels would be stretching the limits of this analogy.


e.  Every church has believers (gold and silver vessels) and unbelievers and degenerate believers (wood and earthen vessels).  That is the point Paul is making here to Timothy.


f.  Timothy may have had an unrealistic expectation as a pastor that everyone would love him, accept his teaching, and think he was God’s gift to that congregation.  Such is never the case.  There will always be those who believe the message of the gospel and appreciate the teaching of the Word and those who do not.  Paul is trying to focus Timothy on the fact that there will be those who reject him because they will reject the gospel and the word of God.  Timothy must remember the principle: ‘It is the message, not the man.’

g.  But Paul’s focus here is that Timothy will always have some in the congregation who are of extreme value to God and to that local church.
2.  “but also wood and earthenware [unbelievers].”

a.  In contrast to the valuable positive believers there are also the negative, human viewpoint believers and unbelievers in the congregation.

b.  The gold and silver vessels are made valuable by the work of God the Holy Spirit.  He transforms a vessel of clay into a vessel of gold or silver through regeneration.

c.  The wood and earthenware vessels are manmade.  They are a result of human physical procreation and regeneration.  These vessels are also a result of the law of volitional responsibility—whatsoever a man sows, this he shall also reap.


d.  The wood and earthenware vessels are manmade from one’s own bad decisions to reject the gospel and the teaching of the word of God and live their life based upon the human viewpoint standards of Satan’s cosmic system.


e.  There are always those in every congregation that will reject the gospel and the teaching of doctrine, and so reject the pastor.  They eventually become troublemakers in the local church.  When the trouble they cause becomes so bad that it affects the positive volition of others, they have to go.

f.  The wooden unbelievers are analogous to those with a sin nature trend toward legalism and asceticism.  The earthenware vessels are analogous to those with a sin nature trend toward antinomianism and lasciviousness.


g.  The word “wood” is analogous in Scripture to true humanity, as the acacia wood of the Ark of the Covenant is a picture of the true humanity of Christ.

h.  The word “earthy” or “made of earth” is used this way by Paul in 1 Cor 15:47-48, “The first man [is] made from the dust of the earth; the second man [is] from heaven.  As [is] the earthly, so also [are] the earthly ones, and as [is] the heavenly, so also are the heavenly ones.”

i.  The phrase “earthen vessel is also used by Paul as an analogy to the human body in 2 Cor 4:7, “Now we have this treasure in earthen vessels, in order that the extraordinary quality of the power might be from God and not from the source of us.”

j.  The thinking of these unbelievers was taught by Paul in his letter to the Colossians, also using the analogy to the earth.  Col 3:2, “Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth.”

k.  There will always be unbelievers (and even believers) in every local church that are preoccupied with the things of this world rather than living their life in the light of eternity.  This is Paul’s point to Timothy as a pastor-teacher.  Timothy must focus on those who are most valuable—the vessels of gold and silver, not on the vessels of wood and earth.


l.  Every vessel of wood and earth has the same opportunity to use its own non-meritorious positive volition to allow God to mold it into a vessel of gold and silver.  No matter how hard Timothy tries, he cannot make them believe.  Also he cannot become discouraged because some people like being what they are and don’t want to execute God’s will and believe in Christ or live the Christian life.  Some people will always be wood and clay and don’t want to be anything but wood and clay.  As pastors we can’t change them.
3.  “In fact, [there are], on the one hand some for the purpose of honor, but on the other hand others for the purpose of dishonor.”

a.  Paul continues with a principle he has taught before and has been made a permanent part of the canon of Scripture in Rom 9:21.

b.  The emphatic use of the conjunction KAI is making a point that Paul does not want Timothy to miss.  His point is that some people exist for the purpose of honor and some exist for the purpose of dishonor.

c.  Mankind has been created by God for God’s purposes, plan, and sovereign will.

d.  God is not unfair, unkind, unjust, or unloving.  He is not willing that any should perish.  Yet some men chose to not have any relationship with God.  They are not interested in God and could care less about God.  There is nothing God can do for these people.  They suffer the consequences of their own rejection of God’s love.


e.  God has the right and authority to make vessels of honor and He does so.  God makes vessels of honor out of any person who believes in Christ.  This concept is also taught in other New Testament passages.



(1)  Jn 12:26, “If anyone serves Me, he must follow Me; and where I am, there My servant will be also; if anyone serves Me, the Father will honor him.”


(2)  1 Pet 1:7, “so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”


(3)  Rom 2:7, “To those on the one hand who on the basis of the expectation of a good work are seeking eternal life, [there is] glory, honor, and immortality.”


(4)  Heb 5:4, “And no one takes the honor to himself, but receives it when he is called by God, even as Aaron was.”

f.  In contrast to those who believe in Christ and are made vessels of honor by God the Holy Spirit, we have the rest of the human race, who refuse to believe in Christ, and thereby make themselves vessels of dishonor.  Does God have the right to make vessels of honor those who believe in Christ?  Of course He does.  Do people who refuse to believe in Christ have the right to make themselves vessels of  dishonor?  Of course they do.


g.  The unbeliever has no right to quarrel with God about His rules and decisions about who He will honor or not honor.  If the unbeliever does not want to believe in Christ he has the freedom to not believe.  But that gives him no right to call God “unfair” because God will only honor those who believe in Christ.


h.  God does not willingly make unbelievers vessels of dishonor; for He is not willing that any should perish.  But unbelievers chose of their own free will to reject Christ.  That leaves God with no choice.  It gives Him no opportunity to make them vessels of honor.


i.  We are all made vessels of dishonor the moment we are born.  We are made vessels of dishonor by the imputation of Adam’s original sin to the genetically formed sin nature.  We remain vessels of dishonor by rejection of the love of God and therefore failure to believe in Christ.  But the moment a person believes in Christ, God makes that person a vessel of honor.

4.  The Principle of Application to Us: Vessels of honor and vessels of dishonor also refer to the two types of believers.


a.  The humble believer is the vessel of honor and the arrogant believer is the vessel of dishonor.  God promotes vessels of honor. 

b.  There were two categories of vessels in the Exodus generation of believers: a vessel of honor and a vessel of dishonor.  Moses, Aaron, Joshua and Caleb were vessels of honor.  Most of the rest of Israel were vessels of dishonor.

c.  At the point of birth the most important basic authority delegated to the human race is the authority of the parents over the children.  This authority determines the difference between vessels of honor and vessels of dishonor.

d.  The divine institutions are designed to mold vessels of honor.  The volition of the child must be positive to be molded by the potter’s wheel.  Acceptance of parental authority is the basis for molding the vessel of honor.  Rejection of parental authority is the basis for molding a vessel of dishonor.

e.  The vessel of honor accepts authority in the state of humility.  The vessel of dishonor rejects authority in the status of arrogance.  When the children reach puberty, the vessels are formed into two categories: the vessel of honor is humble and teachable, while the vessel of dishonor is arrogant, unteachable, and resistant to authority.

f.  The only hope for the vessels of dishonor is regeneration through personal faith in Jesus Christ.

g.  What does a potter do with good vessels?  He keeps them.  With those of dishonor, he smashes them, and God has designed a system for doing so.  Authority in establishment preserves those with humility and destroys those with arrogance (who are self‑destructive first).


h.  God does not create dishonor.  But God provides a potter’s wheel, which is legitimate authority in life to mold the clay that responds to it.

i.  Whether a person becomes a vessel of honor or dishonor depends on the function of his own volition and attitude toward authority.  His first contact is his parents.  The delegation of authority under the laws of divine establishment extends out from the home to every possible type of authority in life; e.g., the teacher, police officer, coach, rules.


j.  The potter decides how a vessel will be molded.  But the vessel will only be molded as it responds to the potter’s wheel.  Just as the potter doesn’t “pat” out the vessel by hand, but he uses a wheel, so God also uses a system of authority to create the vessel.  That system is the potter’s wheel or authority.


k.  The issue is how we, the clay, respond to the potter’s wheel.  God has delegated authority in life, so that the basis of virtue of humility can be attained.  The first authority is parent(s).  Those who are negative become a vessel of dishonor, whether believer or unbeliever.  Those who respond begin to shape up as a vessel of honor.  Therefore, whether a person becomes a vessel of honor or dishonor depends on the function of their volition regarding first, the authority of their parents, and after that, authority in many areas of life.
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