“Answering the call to duty”

2 Timothy 2:1-4


Today we honor one of our own who is answering the call to duty of our nation. Thousands of men and women have left their families, careers, and possessions to defend their homeland. We applaud their courage and commitment, and we pray for their protection until they return home again. Some of our church family knows by experience what this is all about, having served in one of the armed forces. Others have children (or grandchildren) who are deployed somewhere around the world.


By and large, though, war seems to be a distant reality for many of us. Sure, we see on television or newspapers the ravages of fighting, but that happens somewhere else, somewhere far away. The threat of armed conflict does not seem imminent to most of us. We feel safe and secure, comfortable and, perhaps, complacent. That last feeling can leave us vulnerable to attack, as we found out on September 11, 2001.


The same can be said in the spiritual realm as well. The word picture of the Christian as a soldier is common in the New Testament, reinforcing the truth that we are soldiers in a spiritual battle.
 Paul states in Ephesians 6:12, “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” 

But the church today doesn’t want to hear about warfare and struggle. We want to hear about prosperity and ease, comfort and health, and how we can get whatever we want from God. (Oh, we may couch these desires in phrases like “victorious living” and “successful praying” but isn’t it the same thing in the end?) 

A. W. Tozer picked up on this tendency when he wrote,

In the early days, when Christianity exercised a dominant influence over American thinking, men conceived the world to be a battleground. Our fathers believed in sin and the devil and hell as constituting one force, and they believed in God and righteousness and heaven as the other. By their very nature, these forces were opposed to each other forever in deep, grave, irreconcilable hostility. Man, our fathers held, had to choose sides—he could not be neutral. For him it must be life or death, heaven or hell, and if he chose to come out on God’s side, he could expect open war with God’s enemies. The fight would be real and deadly and would last as long as life continued here below. Men looked forward to heaven as a return from the wars, a laying down of the sword to enjoy in peace the home prepared for them.

Sermons and songs in those days often had a martial quality about them, or perhaps a trace of homesickness. The Christian soldier thought of home and rest and reunion, and his voice grew plaintive as he sang of battle ended and victory won. But whether he was charging into enemy guns or dreaming of war’s end and the Father’s welcome home, he never forgot what kind of world he lived in—it was a battleground, and many were wounded and slain.

That view is unquestionably scriptural. Allowing for the figures and metaphors with which the Scriptures abound, it is still a solid Bible doctrine that tremendous spiritual forces are present in the world. Man, because of his spiritual nature, is caught in the middle. The evil powers are bent upon destroying him, while Christ is present to save him through the power of the gospel. To obtain deliverance he must come out on God’s side in faith and obedience. That in brief is what our fathers thought, and that, we believe, is what the Bible teaches.

How different today. The fact remains the same, but the interpretation has changed completely. Men think of the world not as a battleground, but as a playground. We are not here to fight; we are here to frolic. We are not in a foreign land; we are at home. We are not getting ready to live, but we are already living, and the best we can do is rid ourselves of our inhibitions and our frustrations and live this life to the full. This, we believe, is a fair summary of the religious philosophy of modern man, openly professed by millions and tacitly held by many more millions who live out that philosophy without having given it verbal expression.
 


Whether we like it or not, we are at war. Yes, as a nation we continue to war against the forces of terror who want to bring America to its knees. But I am speaking of the Christian Church, about whom Jesus said, “the gates of Hades will not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18). Our Lord promised victory, but not without a fight. 


With that in mind, turn to our text for this morning, 2 Timothy 2:3-4. Paul writes to his young disciple, Timothy, 

Endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus.  No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs—he wants to please his commanding officer.


From these verses I would like to draw three requirements for the Christian soldier who is answering the call to duty.

An Enduring Dedication to the Cause

The first requirement is an enduring dedication to the cause. Paul not only calls on Timothy to serve the Lord as a soldier, but as a “good soldier” of Christ Jesus. A spiritual Christian does not simply do minimum duty for his Lord, Christ Jesus, but serves Him with everything he is and has.
 That takes commitment and dedication.


Soldiers on active service do not expect a safe or easy time. They take hardship, risk and suffering as a matter of course. These things are part and parcel of a soldier’s calling. Similarly, the Christian should not expect an easy time. If he is loyal to the gospel, he is sure to experience opposition and ridicule. He must “share in suffering” with his comrades-in-arms.


When Paul tells Timothy to “endure hardship,” what is he talking about? At the time the apostle wrote this letter, Christianity was outlawed in the Roman Empire. The church was forced underground, and to be labeled a Christian in those days often meant a death sentence. Though we do not face such threats today (at least not yet), there are places in our world where Christians are similarly “under the gun.”


But even in our culture there is a cost to following Christ. As John MacArthur writes,

How ironic that Christianity is so often presented as an eraser of hardship. In reality, being a true disciple of Christ is costly. It means taking up the cross daily. It means living with sacrifice, persecution, and ridicule.


On the battlefield soldiers can expect to be shot at by the enemy. Yet brave men can sometimes stand under the firepower of big guns more calmly than they can endure taunts from other people. The highest victory of the Son of God was that “when they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats” (1 Peter 2:23).

While it is true that Paul wrote these words to Timothy, who was the pastor of a church, the truth applies to all Christians. In a battle, it is not enough for only the officers to fight; every man must do his duty. This is also true in the work of the local church. 

I must confess, though, sometimes I wonder about the dedication of Christians to the church and to its Lord. For many, going to church and getting involved happens only if there’s nothing else going on at the time. Attendance is spotty, participation seems to be reserved for only a few, and getting folks committed to do anything in the church is like pulling teeth! Warren Wiersbe wonders,

What if an army were run with the same lack of obedience, order, and discipline that we often see in the local church? It would never win the war. If soldiers attended drill whenever they felt like it, they would never be equipped to face the enemy. If the recruits disobeyed their officers’ orders the way some church members disobey the Word of God, they would be court-martialed.


What about us? Are our lives marked by an enduring dedication to the cause of Christ? Are we committed Christians or casual Christians? Being a soldier in the army of God is not child’s play. It is no place for the uncommitted.

An Essential Disconnection with the Culture


A second requirement for the Christian soldier is an essential disconnection with the culture. Second Timothy 2:4 begins with the words, “No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs…”
Think about an American soldier on active duty. He or she is removed from home and family, from job or career, and from many of the familiar comforts of civilian life. Is this because such things are bad? No, but they can distract the soldier from doing his or her duty on the battlefield.

Jesus recognized that such disconnection and call to duty required of His faithful disciple, a soldier in His active service, is not easy. This is seen in Luke 9:57-62,

As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 

Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” 

He said to another man, “Follow me.” 

But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” 

Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.”
These statements by Jesus may sound harsh or even cruel, but they demonstrate the essential disconnection with the culture required to follow Christ. Nothing can come in the way of our commitment to Him.

In the parable of the soils, Jesus identifies false believers whose nonsaving faith is short-lived as, “The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful” (﻿Matt. 13:22﻿). “﻿The worries of this life, and the deceitfulness of wealth﻿” of which Jesus spoke are among the affairs of everyday life that can keep an unbeliever from receiving Christ and can keep believers from faithfully serving Him. Just as the dutiful soldier places his life willingly on the line in service of his country, so the faithful Christian will willingly “﻿deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow [Christ]﻿” (﻿Matt. 16:24﻿).


Does this mean that it is wrong for a Christian to succeed in a career, or enjoy nice things? No. The emphasis is on the word “entangles.” The soldier must not allow ordinary affairs of life to become the main object of existence. For instance, he must not make acquiring food and clothing the main aim of life. Rather, the service of Christ must always occupy the prominent place, while the things of this life are kept in the background.
 It is not wrong for a Christian to own things, as long as the things don’t own him.

How do we know if this is true of us? Ask yourself these questions: If God called me today to leave everything I have right now in order to serve Him somewhere else, would I be willing to go? What would be the things that would be most difficult to leave behind? What would be the “deal-breakers” in my mind?

Not only does this apply to material things, but to our time as well. Rick Warren writes,

Real servants make themselves available to serve. Servants don’t fill up their time with other pursuits that could limit their availability. They want to be ready to jump into service when called on. Much like a soldier, a servant must always be standing by for duty. If you only serve when it’s convenient for you, you’re not a real servant. Real servants do what’s needed, even when it’s inconvenient. 
Are you available to God anytime? Can he mess up your plans without you becoming resentful? As a servant, you don’t get to pick and choose when or where you will serve. Being a servant means giving up the right to control your schedule and allowing God to interrupt it whenever he needs to. 

If you will remind yourself at the start of every day that you are God’s servant, interruptions won’t frustrate you as much, because your agenda will be whatever God wants to bring into your life. Servants see interruptions as divine appointments for ministry and are happy for the opportunity to practice serving.


As Christians, we are to hold onto our possessions, our plans, our expectations, and our dreams with a loose grip. In order to serve in the army of God, we have to make sure other things do not get in the way of our commitment.

An Eternal Devotion to the Captain


A third requirement is an eternal devotion to the captain. When a recruit begins military service, he is conditioned to obedience. The early training of a soldier is designed to make him unquestioningly obey the word of command. There may come a time when such instinctive obedience will save his life and the lives of others. There is a sense in which it is no part of the soldier’s duty “﻿to know the reason why.﻿” Involved as he is in the midst of the battle, he cannot see the over-all picture. The decisions he must leave to the commander who sees the whole field. The first Christian duty is obedience to the voice of God, and acceptance even of that which he cannot understand.


In the military, it is not required that you like your commanding officer, but you must obey him. Of course, whenever a commanding officer endears himself to his soldiers, they will fight for him and do whatever he says from their hearts. In the same way, but of far greater importance, a Christian’s deepest desire is to please the Lord Jesus Christ, his commander in chief, the one who enlisted him. It is impossible to serve two commanders in chief, just as it is impossible to serve two masters (﻿Matt. 6:24﻿). The faithful Christian’s fondest hope is to be rewarded for loyal service and to hear his Master say, “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!” (﻿Matt. 25:21﻿).
 
What about our devotion to the Captain of our faith? Do we love Him? That’s an easy thing to say, but do our lives back it up? Jesus said in Luke 6:46, “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” (The word “Lord” hear has the same connotation as “Master,” “Boss,” or “Commanding Officer.”) Elsewhere in John 14:15 Jesus said, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.” It is that simple. Love and devotion to the Lord is measured in terms of our obedience to Him.


Three things that make for a good soldier—whether it be for a nation or for God: an enduring dedication to the cause; an essential disconnection from the culture; and an eternal devotion to the captain. How do we measure up as we look at ourselves in the mirror of God’s Word?

A soldier on duty keeps himself in readiness for orders from headquarters. His desire is to please the one who enlisted him. The believer, of course, has been enlisted by the Lord, and our love for Him should cause us to maintain a light hold on the things of this world.
 

Is your world a battleground or a playground? 
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