Fight for the Faith to the Finish #2

“Tenacious Trust for Tough Times”

2 Timothy 1:8-18

Tough times do not build character; tough times reveal character. The time to prepare for adversity is not when they’re breathing down your neck; the time to ready yourself is before the battle begins.

Times were tough when the apostle Paul penned his second letter to Timothy, the last letter he would write. In some ways, times had never been tougher. Christianity had been outlawed in the Roman Empire, and Christians were hunted down and subjected to the most grizzly tortures and deaths imaginable. Paul knew that his time had come.

This evening we turn to 2 Timothy 1:8-18. Paul’s message to Timothy in this segment of his letter can be summarized in three words: Strengthen your resolve. We need to be ready for difficulty and discouragement. Satan isn’t going to let us teach or preach the gospel without resistance. A fight is inevitable. Paul didn’t write these words, however, as a motivational pamphlet. “Strengthen your resolve” is not a pull-yourself-up-by-your-own-bootstraps rallying cry.
The call, “Strengthen your resolve,” is not about drawing upon your own might or whipping your enthusiasm into a can-do frenzy. It is, instead, a solemn urging to let the Spirit of God work through you and to carry out God’s purposes, in God’s way, on God’s time, and for God’s glory. From a human perspective, the purposes, methods, and timing of God can be painful and confusing. Nevertheless, that is the Lord’s command to all who would serve Him. That was Paul’s challenge to Timothy, and his challenge to all who follow in the younger minister’s footsteps.
 

Tonight we see the importance of tenacious trust for tough times. 
Don’t Be Ashamed 

The first principle Paul lays down here is don’t be ashamed. “Not ashamed” is a key idea in this chapter: Paul himself was not ashamed; he admonished Timothy not to be ashamed; and he reported that Onesiphorus was not ashamed of Paul’s chain.

In verse 8 we read, “So do not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or ashamed of me his prisoner.” The word “So” can also be understood as “Therefore,” logically linking back to verse 7 and the description of how the Holy Spirit manifests Himself in the believer’s life through “power and love and discipline.” If it is true that the believer has inherited such a “spirit,” then he should “not be ashamed.”

What does Paul mean by “ashamed”? The main point of the root word is not as much the feeling of shame or embarrassment as being disgraced in public.
 We like to think of our Christianity as private, but when we face public pressure, times are tough.
The temptation Timothy faces (as do we) is to take the course of least resistance, which means in the face of opposition to keep quiet about the gospel. This in Paul’s mind is to be ashamed, to regard someone (or the message about someone) as scandalous, or having a dishonorable reputation. It might seem incredible that anyone would view Jesus in this way. But for both Jews and Gentiles, crucifixion (a penalty reserved for the worst criminals) was the supreme emblem of shame and dishonor. So failure to identify fully with the crucified One and the message about him was to be ashamed of him.
 

Jesus used this same term in Mark 8:38, “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father’s glory with the holy angels.”
We should not assume, however, that Paul’s instruction, “Do not be ashamed” implied that Timothy was; rather the construction in the original urges that he must not yield to the temptation to become ashamed. He must not give way to a feeling of shame and shrink from his duties in regard to “the testimony of our Lord.”

The temptation is strong and insidious. If Timothy had not felt it, Paul would not have exhorted him in these terms. We are all more sensitive to public opinion than we like to admit, and tend to bow down too readily before its pressure.
 We strengthen our resolve when we stop caring about what others think and set aside our fear of consequences as we bear the gospel openly.

Down in verse 12 Paul speaks for himself: “Yet I am not ashamed, because I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day.” This echoes his words in Romans 1:16 where he makes his famous declaration: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.”
Many of us know this verse from the refrain of the classic hymn, “For I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that He is able to keep that which I’ve committed unto Him against that day.” (I’m sure English teachers cringe at hearing “believe-ed”!) 

Paul had “believed” God. The word is one of Paul’s favorites. Here the emphasis seems to be upon his trust in God. The verb is in the perfect tense, stressing that at a point in the past Paul chose to trust God and he continues to abide in that state of trust.

The Greek is literally, “that he is able to guard my deposit.” He has unshaken confidence in His ability to do what he trusts Him to do. He is able effectively “to guard my deposit.” The “deposit” may mean either what Paul has committed to God or what God has committed to him. The former view, given in our versions, regards the deposit variously as Paul’s soul, his salvation, or his final reward. Thus viewed, God is pictured as the Trustee with whom he has deposited for safekeeping his temporal and eternal welfare. This truth provides wondrous comfort to the tried and tested servant of the Lord.

The majority of the Greek expositors, and many interpreters since, have held that the “deposit” is best explained here, as in the other passages where it occurs in the New Testament, in the sense of the Christian message with which Paul himself has been entrusted. The word occurs only in 1 Timothy 6:20, here, and in verse 14 following. In the other two passages the word clearly expresses what is committed by God to a person and for which he is answerable to God. This fact makes it probable that Paul, in the absence of any indication otherwise, uses it in the same sense here.
 He is saying, in effect, “He has entrusted it to me, it is true; but He will take care of it Himself.” And now that Paul is entrusting it to Timothy, Timothy can be sustained by the same assurance.

Timothy and other believers with him would have likely worried not only for Paul’s welfare in prison, but may have been fretful about the future of the Gospel should the great Apostle die. This fear is what Paul alleviated by recounting the faithful keeping-power of God with regard to the Gospel. The truth, purpose, and mission of God are always bigger than one person, even so great a person as the Apostle Paul. Ultimately God does not need us. He does, however, privilege us with participation in and sacrifice for what He is doing. Isn’t it assuring to know that my ability to endure is never measured by my self-resolve, but by the Spirit of God dwelling in me.

Don’t Be Avoiding

Second, Paul says to Timothy, “Don’t be avoiding,” in verses 8-12,

But join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God, 9 who has saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time, 10 but it has now been revealed through the appearing of our Savior, Christ Jesus, who has destroyed death and has brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. 11 And of this gospel I was appointed a herald and an apostle and a teacher. 12 That is why I am suffering as I am.

Just as we are tempted to shrink from public shame and ridicule, we are tempted to avoid suffering for the sake of Christ. Paul uses a form of this term “suffer” five times throughout his second letter to Timothy. In the broadest sense, it means, “to experience something from the outside,” but it is almost always used in a negative context, so that the idea of suffering is assumed. In some places, Paul combines the word with the Greek term kakos, “evil” or “bad,” to emphasize the pain of his experience.

The apostle is being very realistic here. To join Paul in Rome won’t just be an emotional reunion; it will expose Timothy to the same danger and difficulties Paul is facing. It’s risky. It may land Timothy in prison too, so that he literally suffers with Paul.
 

This may have, in fact, happened, as we read in Hebrews 13:23, “I want you to know that our brother Timothy has been released. If he arrives soon, I will come with him to see you.” “Released from what?” we may wonder. Perhaps Timothy was briefly detained after Paul’s death because of his association with the apostle, then released. Or he was imprisoned for being a Christian, but released after Nero’s death in ad 68.

This said, suffering, rather than being removed by the gospel (as the health and wealth preachers would have us believe), is actually part of the gospel. Jesus made this clear from the beginning when he forewarned his followers in John 15:18–20,

“If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also.” 

In the same way, Jesus crowned the Beatitudes with suffering, as he said in Matthew 5:10, “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Suffering is part of God’s gospel blessing. This first-century theology needs to be central in our twenty-first century theology. Suffering is inevitable for serious Christians. It is a privilege—“It has been granted to you…to suffer for him” as well as a blessing.
 

The gift of the Holy Spirit is linked expressly to suffering, struggling, and what He provides for the believer is what is needed to keep one persevering in the midst of trials that come because of faith—not removal to some higher plane. This view of the Spirit was quite different from that of the enthusiasts that Timothy and Paul faced. It is also an understanding quite different from that held by those in our churches who equate Christianity with the immediate resolution of life’s difficulties. Paul’s view is the correct one; the other is escapist fantasy covered over with a thin coat of “spiritual” paint.

In this passage Paul gives a succinct presentation of the Gospel: “God…has saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace.”
John Stott writes,

We need to bring together the three clauses which assert that he “saved us”, he “called us with a holy calling” and he “brought life and immortality to light”. For these make it plain that salvation is far more than forgiveness. The God who “saved” us also and simultaneously “called us with a holy calling”, i.e. “called us to be holy” (jb). The Christian calling is a holy calling. When God calls a man to Himself, He calls him to holiness also…. 

The term “salvation” urgently needs to be rescued from the mean and meagre concepts to which we tend to degrade it. “Salvation” is a majestic word, denoting that comprehensive purpose of God by which He justifies, sanctifies and glorifies His people: first, pardoning our offences and accepting us as righteous in His sight through Christ, then progressively transforming us by His Spirit into the image of His Son, until finally we become like Christ in heaven, with new bodies in a new world. We must not minimize the greatness of “such a great salvation.”

God has saved us and called us to a life of holiness. Salvation is not simply deliverance from the penalty for sin. It is also the freedom to enter into a totally different kind of life. We are called to be holy. Peter writes in 1 Peter 1:15, “Just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do.” There are no children of God who do not to some extent bear a family resemblance to their heavenly Father.

So why does this lead to suffering? Because it is not our doing. The Gospel doesn’t start with you; it doesn’t end with you; it isn’t about you. It’s not for your health and wealth, happiness and safety, or for your glory or your power or your significance. And people by and large resist that.

Let’s face it: We like grace, so long as it’s on our terms. We want grace without humility, grace without suffering, grace that brings us happiness and comfort. We want grace in the time and manner of our own choosing. We want it here and now, in this realm, as well as in the life to come. And we want grace in return for faithfulness.

Paul’s perspective on grace differed in two respects. First, he saw grace as an eternal gift that puts us at odds with Satan’s world system and therefore invites suffering so long as we live in this sin-cursed creation. Second, he rejected any sense of entitlement regarding grace. We deserve eternal torment in hell; therefore, anything better is an undeserved blessing from the goodness and mercy of God. This utterly humble attitude allowed the apostle to rest in the sovereignty and goodness of God, resulting in a peace beyond human understanding.
 In light of what God has done for us, complete devotion to his mission, even to the point of suffering, is our only reasonable response.

Paul goes on in verses 13-14, “What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching, with faith and love in Christ Jesus. Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you—guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us.” Timothy is to guard it. The verb means to guard something so that it is not lost or damaged. There were heretics bent on corrupting the gospel and so robbing the church of the priceless treasure which had been entrusted to it. Timothy must be on the watch.

In verse 12 Paul looked to God for the preservation of the deposit, while here he lays the duty upon Timothy. God’s safeguarding of His truth does not relieve us of our responsibility to guard it. But Timothy is to do so, not in his own strength, but “with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us.” The ministry of the Holy Spirit, who indwells all believers, will enable him to be a good custodian of the truth of the Gospel.

In these difficult days, it is important that we stand true to Christ and be willing to suffer for Him and not be ashamed. We may not be put into prison, but we suffer in other ways: the loss of friends, being bypassed for a promotion, loss of customers, being snubbed by people, etc. It is also important that we stand by God’s servants who are suffering for righteousness’ sake.
 Don’t be avoiding suffering for the cause of Christ.
Don’t Be Abandoning

Finally Paul writes, “Don’t be abandoning.” In verses 15-18 he gives a negative and a positive example of this truth:

You know that everyone in the province of Asia has deserted me, including Phygelus and Hermogenes. May the Lord show mercy to the household of Onesiphorus, because he often refreshed me and was not ashamed of my chains. On the contrary, when he was in Rome, he searched hard for me until he found me. May the Lord grant that he will find mercy from the Lord on that day! You know very well in how many ways he helped me in Ephesus.

What should we make of Paul’s use of “everyone”? It clearly is a hyperbole, for he immediately produces an example of one who had not deserted him. Timothy himself and the others he greets also prove that Paul’s “everyone” is not to be taken literally. It clearly felt as if “all who are in Asia” had abandoned him. Emotions often color our perception and our language. God recognizes this by including statements like these in the Bible. Abandonment and loneliness usually feels more total than it really is.

Among the deserters were two, Phygelus and Hermogenes. We know nothing about them except that they abandoned Paul in his time of need. They may have been ringleaders in a major defection. Or—and I think this more probable—they may be mentioned because they were the kind of men who would be the least expected to defect, as if Paul is saying, “Even these two faithful ones deserted me in my hour of need.”

We saw that things were bad in 1 Timothy, but now they’re worse. Even those who were loyal to him have abandoned him.

But there was one man who dared to leave Ephesus and come to Rome to assist Paul—Onesiphorus. His name means “profit-bearing,” and he certainly was a profitable friend to Paul. During Paul’s ministry at Ephesus, Onesiphorus was a faithful minister, along with his household. Since Timothy had pastored the Ephesian church, he would know this choice saint.

In a second-century writing, The Acts of Paul and Thecla, we learn that Onesiphorus was converted to the Christian faith while still a resident of Iconium, a city in which Paul ministered during his first missionary journey. As a long-time friend (at least 15 years) Onesiphorus threw caution to the wind and searched diligently throughout Rome until he found Paul.

When the church is under fire, to give aid to an imprisoned pastor becomes a courageous act of faith. At one of the worst, most dangerous times for Christians, this is precisely what Onesiphorus did for Paul. The apostle was in prison in Rome in the time of Nero. By repeatedly visiting him at this time and giving aid, Onesiphorus identified himself closely with this enemy of the state and his illegal religion. It is certainly not exaggerating to say that this friend risked his life in order to help Paul. This is “unashamed” loyalty to the gospel.

Interestingly, Paul referred to “the house of Onesiphorus” (1:16) in the present tense and Onesiphorus himself in the past tense. Why did he not write, “you know very well what services he continues to render at Ephesus”? This has led many expositors to suggest the man had died by the time of this letter. If so, Paul’s blessing, “the Lord grant to him to find mercy from the Lord on that day,” could be construed as a prayer for the dead.

But interpreting this blessing as a prayer for the dead is a stretch for two reasons. First, Paul’s use of the past tense could just as easily reflect the past deeds of the man, prompting the apostle to bless his entire household. He did the same for Stephanas, who was very much alive (1 Cor. 16:15, 17). Second, even if the man were dead at the time of Paul’s blessing, his “prayer” could be a simple expression of gratitude, such as, “May God repay his kindness because I cannot.”

While Paul felt like everyone was abandoning him, one was not. The example of
Onesiphorus is probably an indirect hint to Timothy.
 “Let Jesus make you strong like Onesiphorus.”

As Paul’s suffering increased, he strengthened his resolve. Brave though he was,
though, his courage didn’t arise from his own steely constitution. Instead, he submitted to
his Master, who gave him the resolve he lacked naturally.
 He challenged Timothy—and
he continues to challenge us—to do the same.

Tough times are coming for all who follow Jesus. We need tenacious trust—now—before the tough times come.
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