New Testament Postcards #4

“Standing Up for the Truth”

Jude 1-25
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt stood before a joint session of Congress and said, “Yesterday, December 7, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.” After outlining specifics on the attack and events leading up to it, he concluded with these words:

As Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy I have directed that all measures be taken for our defense. But always will our whole Nation remember the character of the onslaught against us. No matter how long it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people in their righteous might will win through to absolute victory…. 

Hostilities exist. There is no blinking at the fact that our people, our territory, and our interests are in grave danger. With confidence in our armed forces with the unbounding determination of our people we will gain the inevitable triumph, so help us God. 

I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7, 1941, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese Empire.

Of course, we know that the United States did indeed declare war against Japan (and ultimately Germany as well), and that nearly four years later would declare victory against both of these nations. Roosevelt’s speech is one of the best-known in American history.

I mention this because the text for our message today has a similar tone. As we conclude our series of studies on the New Testament Postcards—the one-chapter letters of the New Testament—we have come to the letter of Jude, positioned just before the book of Revelation. Jude is not as well known as FDR’s speech—in fact, some consider Jude one of the most neglected books of the Bible.
 Yet, as we will see, it is a very valuable and relevant book.

Unlike the letters of Philemon, 2 and 3 John, Jude’s letter is not a personal note between friends. No, this letter of Jude is a call to arms. In the third verse Jude says he wrote to “urge” them (“exhort” in the kjv), which in the original Greek was a term used to describe a general giving orders to the army; hence the atmosphere of this letter is “military.”
 It is a reminder that, in the words of A. W. Tozer, “the Christian life is a battleground, not a playground.”

In Jude’s day, the latter part of the first century, a battle was raging—not open warfare with weapons and violence, but a real and dangerous one nonetheless. The battle was against apostasy. And it wasn’t just a problem in the first century. In fact, that spiritual conflict against those who depart from the truth in doctrine or practice has been intensifying through the centuries. It has resulted in numerous cults, sects, false religions, aberrant denominations, and countless twisted teachers all claiming to be true Christians. No book of the Bible concentrates more attention on this ancient and ongoing battle than the little letter of Jude, written to expose false teachers and to encourage believers to stand firm in the faith and fight for it.
 John MacArthur notes, “The Book of Jude is a survival manual for Christians living in times of apostasy.”

In our gullible and relatively undiscerning age among Christians who fall back constantly on an emphasis upon love and acceptance and tolerance with no limits in mind, the letter of Jude stands as an uncompromising statement of our faith. I would commend to all of us the careful study of this book that is not easy reading, though it is brief.

Verses 1-2 begin, “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and a brother of James, to those who have been called, who are loved by God the Father and kept by Jesus Christ: Mercy, peace and love be yours in abundance.” We can learn a good deal about a man by listening to what he has to say about himself. Jude makes two significant claims. In the first place, he is “a servant of Jesus Christ.” The term is literally “slave.” Secondly, Jude calls himself “a brother of James.” Without any other identifying words, this could only mean James, the brother of Jesus and leader of the church in Jerusalem. Though others called Jude a “brother of the Lord,” in 1 Corinthians 9:5, he preferred to call himself brother of James and slave of Jesus Christ. It is a further mark of his modesty that he was prepared to accept the position of playing second fiddle to James, his more celebrated brother.
 Like his older brother James, Jude probably did not place his faith in Jesus while the Lord was still engaged in ministry before death. It’s more likely that only after Jesus’ resurrection did Jude become a follower of his half brother.

Unlike the previous letters in this series, Jude does not tell specifically to whom his letter was written.
 The Roman Empire spanned the entire Mediterranean world, from Syria to Spain and from Egypt to Macedonia. Most commentators think he was writing to Syrian Christians in Antioch or Egyptian Christians near Alexandria,
 but this is not certain.

There is considerable duplication of material between 2 Peter and Jude, and scholars have discussed the relationship between the two writings. Generally scholars think that Jude was written first and that 2 Peter depends on it. (Others, notably Swindoll and Wiersbe, believe Jude wrote after 2 Peter, while still others believe both Jude and Peter were quoting a third unknown source.
) None of this matters much for our present purpose. Whoever wrote these two writings and whenever they were written, they are part of the New Testament.
 And they are very relevant for today’s church.

Expressing the Danger to Truth

First we see Jude expressing the danger to truth in verse 3: “Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.” While Jude had planned on writing an encouraging letter about our common salvation, he sensed the Holy Spirit moving him in another direction. And so he picked up his pen and wrote this stern warning.

Jude said it was a necessity that he write with a new purpose. Though the word translated “contend” (epagonizomai) appears only here in the New Testament, it is an intensification of a more common word, agonizomai. Paul used this common term when he urged Timothy to “fight the good fight of faith” in 1 Timothy 6:12. It’s a term used to describe the striving of an athlete competing for a prize in 1 Corinthians 9:25. The intensified form found in Jude 1:3 underscores, italicizes, and highlights the greatness of the conflict and the need for spiritual strength to “contend earnestly.” Where does this power to strive for the faith come from? Paul makes this clear in Colossians 1:29, “I labor, striving [agonizomai] according to His power, which mightily works within me.”
 By using such a strong verb, Jude emphasizes that defending the faith will be continuous, costly and agonizing; the cost of being unfashionable, the agony of seeking to express the faith in a way that is really comprehensible to contemporary man.

What did Jude mean when he wrote about “the faith” for which his readers were to contend? “The faith” doesn’t refer to the personal trust of individual believers, but to the Christian faith taught by the apostles, contained in the Scriptures, and repeated in hymns, confessions, and creeds throughout history—the central doctrines of the faith.
 While there are many different Christian denominations, there is only one faith. “The faith” refers to the whole body of teaching that makes up God’s Word. And this revelation was delivered “once for all” in the past and is complete in the Bible. No new revelation is being added; the content of “the faith” was finalized at a point of time in history and is unchangeable. One of the clearest marks of a cult is that it adds to the revelation of the Bible.

We must always speak the truth in love, and the weapons we use must be spiritual. At the same time, we must dare to take our stand for “the faith” even if our stand offends some and upsets others. We are not fighting personal enemies, but the enemies of the Lord. It is the honor and glory of Jesus Christ that is at stake.
 Christians must not be afraid to enter the battle against apostasy. We must stand up for the truth of the Christian faith against the false teachers. And with God’s help we will be victorious!

Exposing the Deniers of Truth

The bulk of Jude’s letter is spent exposing the deniers of truth. He writes in verse 4, “For certain men whose condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you. They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord.”

Jude says the apostates “crept in unnoticed.” The Greek word pareisdyo implies a sinister and secret infiltration. These impostors were as insidious and dangerous as foreign spies disguising themselves as red-white-and-blue-blooded Americans in order to destroy the nation from within. The apostates quietly penetrated the church, feigning faith. Once established and trusted, they sprang their subtle attack on the core of Christian truth.

Paul also warned of another development that would occur in the last days: “The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons” (1 Tim. 4:1). This is widespread in our day. Many people who were once attracted to Christianity are drifting away without ever making a genuine commitment to Christ Himself. Sometimes they actually leave the church, but in other instances they seek to remain in the mainstream of church life though they no longer believe in the basic truths of Christianity. These are the apostates about whom Jude warns us; they are the pretenders.

They pretend to speak for Christ, but deny His deity and reject His lordship.

They pretend to believe the Bible, but deny its inspiration, reject its authority, and pervert its teachings to suit their own preconceived ideas.

They pretend to serve God, but in reality are serving their own selfish interests and desires.

What distinguishes apostates from other false teachers is that apostates claim to be Christian. Apostasy is an inside job—that’s why it is so dangerous. Spiritual warfare would be so much simpler if all the enemies of the church were outside the church, but our ranks have been infiltrated by traitors who are working for our defeat and destruction. Jude writes to warn us about these apostates and to describe their characteristics in detail so that we will be able to recognize them.
 We read in verses 5-13,

Though you already know all this, I want to remind you that the Lord delivered his people out of Egypt, but later destroyed those who did not believe. And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day. In a similar way, Sodom and Gomorrah and the surrounding towns gave themselves up to sexual immorality and perversion. They serve as an example of those who suffer the punishment of eternal fire. 

In the very same way, these dreamers pollute their own bodies, reject authority and slander celestial beings. But even the archangel Michael, when he was disputing with the devil about the body of Moses, did not dare to bring a slanderous accusation against him, but said, “The Lord rebuke you!” Yet these men speak abusively against whatever they do not understand; and what things they do understand by instinct, like unreasoning animals—these are the very things that destroy them. 

Woe to them! They have taken the way of Cain; they have rushed for profit into Balaam’s error; they have been destroyed in Korah’s rebellion. 

These men are blemishes at your love feasts, eating with you without the slightest qualm—shepherds who feed only themselves. They are clouds without rain, blown along by the wind; autumn trees, without fruit and uprooted—twice dead. They are wild waves of the sea, foaming up their shame; wandering stars, for whom blackest darkness has been reserved forever. 

In true pastoral form, Jude uses four groups of three ideas (just like a three-point outline!) to expose these deniers of truth. The first group looks back to the Old Testament: the Israelites who were rescued from slavery in Egypt but died in the wilderness because of unbelief; the angels who sinned in Genesis 6 in the days before the great flood (this may not seems as clear here, but the parallel passage in 2 Peter 2 points to this occasion); and the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah which were destroyed because of the perversion of the people. The common theme of this triad is the judgment of God on sin.

Verse 8 outlines their actions: “these dreamers pollute their own bodies, reject authority and slander celestial beings.” Polluting their bodies is a reference to physical acts of sin (usually sexual sin). Rejecting authority speaks of those who are accountable to no one, and who defy anyone who dares question what they say or do. Slandering celestial beings refers to those who belittle angels and demons, like when televangelist Benny Hinn claimed, “I’m gonna preach and the devil is gonna fall over dead.” No, that’s not a biblical approach to Satan. Yes, he is a defeated foe, but he is still alive and active, and we are no match for him in our own strength. In verses 9-10 Jude uses the example of Michael the archangel in how do deal with Satan. (This reference is not from the Old Testament, but from an apocryphal book, The Assumption of Moses.)

Verse eleven gives another trio of Old Testament examples: Cain, who tried to forge his own way to God; Balaam, who tried to use his God-given abilities to make money; and Korah, who attempted to overthrow God’s authority to establish his own. Again, all of these are evident in false teachers today.

Then, in a grand finale of sorts, Jude uses six picturesque descriptions of these apostates in verses 12-13: blemishes at your love feasts (a sort of potluck associated with the Lord’s Supper); shepherds who only feed themselves; clouds without rain (all show, no substance); autumn trees with neither root nor fruit; wild waves of the sea (lots of bluster but no direction); and wandering stars (unreliable guides since they are inconsistent). In a word: worthless. As Lamentations 2:14 states, “The visions of your prophets were false and worthless… The oracles they gave you were false and misleading.” Such could be said of the false prophets today.

Then in verses 14-16, Jude uses another apocryphal book, the Book of Enoch, to describe their final end:

Enoch, the seventh from Adam, prophesied about these men: “See, the Lord is coming with thousands upon thousands of his holy ones to judge everyone, and to convict all the ungodly of all the ungodly acts they have done in the ungodly way, and of all the harsh words ungodly sinners have spoken against him.” These men are grumblers and faultfinders; they follow their own evil desires; they boast about themselves and flatter others for their own advantage.
Some Christians are uncomfortable with Jude’s use of these apocryphal works. But, as John MacArthur points out, “It should be noted that Jude’s use of this quotation from the Book of Enoch does not vouch for the reliability of the entire Book of Enoch. The same is true of the apocryphal book The Assumption of Moses from which Jude may have taken the information about Michael contending with Satan. This specific information is accurate, but Jude’s use of it does not guarantee the reliability of the rest of the book.” 

Explaining the Defense for Truth

In the last section of this brief letter, Jude turns to explaining the defense for truth. We read in verses 17-23,

But, dear friends, remember what the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ foretold. They said to you, “In the last times there will be scoffers who will follow their own ungodly desires.” These are the men who divide you, who follow mere natural instincts and do not have the Spirit. 

But you, dear friends, build yourselves up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit. Keep yourselves in God’s love as you wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring you to eternal life. 

Be merciful to those who doubt; snatch others from the fire and save them; to others show mercy, mixed with fear—hating even the clothing stained by corrupted flesh. 

A strong defense depends on strong people, and this applies to spiritual battles as well as military contests. If the church is to oppose and defeat the false teachers, then all of us in the church must be strong and able to “stand against the schemes of the devil.” In this closing paragraph, Jude gave his readers four instructions to follow if they would stand firm and resist the apostates.

The first instruction is to remember. “Remember what the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ foretold.” Here Jude does not count himself among their number. (It is possible that he is referring to 2 Peter 2, which would indicate that he wrote his letter after Peter.) Our basis should always be the truth of the Word.

The second is to remain. “Keep yourselves in God’s love,” he writes in verse 21. How? Verse 20 tells us, “Build yourselves up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit.” In other words, “Read your Bible and pray.” Don’t go running off with every new teaching that comes along. Stay with the truth you have learned.

The third is to rescue. Verses 22-23 speak to our actions toward others, specifically those who doubt, those who need snatching from the fire, and those who have polluted their flesh. With regard to the first category—the doubters—there is a question about the original text written by Jude in the first century. Some ancient manuscripts have the verb “convince” in Jude 1:22 rather than the verb “have mercy.” If that’s correct, the passage would read: “And convince some, who doubt; save some, by snatching them out of the fire; on some have mercy with fear, hating even the garment spotted by the flesh” (Jude 1:22-23, rsv). This would make three categories and three distinct commands.
 For those who doubt, convince them with the truth. (Just remember to “speak the truth with love”!) For those in danger of falling into the fire, snatch them away—intervention is necessary! And for those who have already gone across the line into apostasy, we keep loving them (“have mercy”) even while we hate what they believe and do.

We must remember that we are embroiled in a spiritual battle as members of the army of God. Warren Wiersbe writes, “If you have trusted Jesus Christ, you are in the army. God is not looking for volunteers; He has already enlisted you! The question is not, ‘Shall I become a soldier?’ Rather, it is, ‘Will I be a loyal soldier?’”

Using that same imagery, Wiersbe adds, “Every soldier of the cross needs to go through ‘basic training’ in a local church so that he knows how to use the weapons of spiritual warfare.”
 When dealing with false teaching, “it’s difficult to recognize the counterfeit when you aren’t acquainted with the real thing.”
 Like Secret Service agents trained to detect counterfeit currency, we must become so familiar with the truth that error stands out like a sore thumb. That can only happen as we spend time in God’s Word.

Finally, Jude ends with a beautiful benediction in the last two verses:

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy— 25 to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen.

This well-known benediction contains a wealth of spiritual truth for the believer to receive. If we want to keep our feet on the ground spiritually, walk straight, and not stumble, then we must yield ourselves fully to the Saviour. He alone is able to guard us, but we must “keep ourselves in the love of God.” He is able if we are willing! 

As A. W. Tozer stated, the Christian life is a battleground, not a playground. This little letter of Jude is a call to arms, calling for Christians to take a stand. We need to take seriously the threat we face and do whatever it takes in the love and power of God in standing up for the truth.
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