Fight for the Faith to the Finish #4

“Staying Out of the Gutter”

2 Timothy 2:14-26

What do you look for in a leader? With another presidential election on the horizon, this question seems particularly relevant. Effective leaders—not just in church, but in every arena—must have both competence and character.

Competence relates to what we do. To be competent, one must acquire the necessary knowledge and skills to carry out a given task, and then consistently perform one’s duties with excellence. Competence tends to be a public quality. People witness the results of someone’s efforts and then judge him or her to be competent.

Character, on the other hand, is a more private matter, having more to do with inner qualities that are more difficult to see, such as honesty, trustworthiness, responsibility, or diligence. Whereas competence describes what we do, character reflects what we are.

There are rare occasions when competence outweighs character in terms of qualifications (i.e., a surgeon). In most cases, however, character affects competence. This is true of leadership in the secular realm, and it is inescapable in the sacred.

Unfortunately, in our political world, rather than the cream rising to the crop, we tend to see the dregs duking it out in the gutter. Even more regrettably, this same sad scene plays out in many churches, too, where the stakes are eternally greater. 

In 2 Timothy 2:14-26, Paul counsels Timothy about staying out of the gutter. We will cover this entire text, but not in order, so keep your Bible open as you follow along.

Avoid Godless Chatter

Paul first admonishes Timothy to avoid godless chatter. In verse 14 he writes, “Keep reminding them of these things. Warn them before God against quarreling about words; it is of no value, and only ruins those who listen.” Timothy is to warn his flock against “quarreling about words,” though the original word can also mean, “fighting with words,”
 or “word-fight.”
 Others call it “wrangling about words” or “petty debating.”

Paul is not discouraging discussions or even debates. As Christians we are not going to agree upon everything, and exchanging opposing views can be healthy. The problem is not disagreeing; it is being disagreeable. When a conversation becomes a conflict, that’s the problem. Paul says it “ruins” those who listen. The Greek word here is katastrophē,  literally, “turning upside down,” and is the opposite of edification.

Paul picks this theme up in verses 16-18,

Avoid godless chatter, because those who indulge in it will become more and more ungodly. Their teaching will spread like gangrene. Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus, who have wandered away from the truth. They say that the resurrection has already taken place, and they destroy the faith of some.
Here the subject goes beyond differences in opinion and ventures into doctrinal heresy. And, as we will see later, ungodly principles lead to ungodly practices. Paul states that such teaching “will spread like gangrene.” The English word “gangrene” comes directly from the Greek term used here, gangraina, spreading poison throughout a system. Gangrene was a dreaded medical condition in the days before the invention of antiseptics and before people understood the importance of careful hygiene.
 Today we may think of sepsis or MRSA as illustrations of such a deadly spread.
Paul calls out two men who are guilty of this, depicting them as those “who have wandered away from the truth.” These are men who were, at one time, with the truth. These are not pagans, but people within the church!
 Underlying the words “who have wandered away from the truth” is the verb astocheō, meaning “to miss the mark.” Paul used this term twice in 1 Timothy about the defection of the false teachers from the true path (1 Timothy 1:6; 6:21).
 
These particular false teachers were denying any bodily resurrection to come. They were perhaps early Gnostics to whom the body was an evil encumbrance and the concept of any bodily resurrection therefore as inconceivable as it was undesirable. So they “spiritualized” it as a release from the flesh through gnōsis (knowledge), or by asserting that the promise of resurrection had been entirely fulfilled when by faith and baptism we were raised with Christ. Similarly today some “demythologize” the resurrection and speak only of faith rising in the Christian’s heart.

Again, I am not discouraging a healthy discussion between believers over parts of Scripture that may be tough to interpret. Just be sure that the discussion remains biblical, practical, and agreeable. Time is too precious to be caught up in irrelevancies.

Verse 23 adds, “Don’t have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, because you know they produce quarrels.” A Christian, and in particular a Christian pastor or teacher, needs wisdom to see when a discussion is getting off the rails and becoming unhealthy. Paul literally calls these “moronic” and “uninformed” speculations here and in 1 Timothy 6:4 and Titus 3:9. Paul’s point is clear: Arguing is futile. People who genuinely want truth don’t dispute what you have to tell them. They ask questions. They seek clarification. But they rarely argue.
 Let’s face it: There are some arguments you lose simply by entering them.
 Avoid godless chatter.
Avoid Godless Conduct

Paul has already hinted at the fact that bad beliefs can result in bad behavior. So he not only admonishes Timothy to avoid godless chatter; he says avoid godless conduct, too. In one of the more picturesque passages of the Bible we read in verses 20-21,

In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for noble purposes and some for ignoble. If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any good work. 

Like all households, the house of God contains various kinds of vessels intended for a variety of uses. Some were used for the cooking and serving of food, while others had not so nice uses. Before the advent of indoor plumbing, households used a vessel called a “chamber pot.” It was reserved for human waste. Rather than brave inclement weather in the middle of a cold night, one would use a chamber pot, cover it with a lid, and then empty it the following morning.
 You get the picture! Now in most houses, the nicest vessels would be used for cooking food and serving guests; I can’t imagine too many homes had gold or silver chamber pots! (Maybe the ancient Kardashians…?)

The point here is not to determine whether I am a pot made of gold or silver or if I am made of wood or clay. Just as Jesus taught in Mark 7:14-23,

Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. Nothing outside a man can make him ‘unclean’ by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of a man that makes him ‘unclean.’ “ 

After he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about this parable. “Are you so dull?” he asked. “Don’t you see that nothing that enters a man from the outside can make him ‘unclean’? For it doesn’t go into his heart but into his stomach, and then out of his body.” (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods “clean.”) 

He went on: “What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean.’ For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. All these evils come from inside and make a man ‘unclean.’”
The distinction Paul is making in 2 Timothy is not between the outer character of the vessels but rather the inner contents. Purity—of doctrine and of life—is essential to being serviceable to Christ.
 For God to be able to use us as vessels, we must be empty, clean, and available. But if we are filled with sin or defiled by disobedience, He will first have to purge us; and that might not be an enjoyable experience.
 While it is God alone who has cleansed us by the washing for regeneration, it is up to us to cleanse ourselves from the daily contact with sin.

The phrase “cleanses himself” uses a Greek verb from which we get the English word “catharsis,” the “cleansing” of emotions through a powerful experience. Paul chose an intensified form of the verb, meaning the vessel must be thoroughly scrubbed and disinfected before it can be used for a noble purpose. Just imagine how long and hard you would scour a chamber pot before using it to serve food!
 That’s the idea Paul is making.

How this is done practically is seen in verse 22: “Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, along with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart.” Earlier English translations render the first phrase, “Flee youthful lusts…” which calls to mind sexual immorality. But this is not to be understood exclusively as a reference to sexual lust, but to self-assertion as well as self-indulgence, to selfish ambition, headstrong obstinacy, arrogance and indeed what the New English Bible calls the “wayward impulses of youth.”
 He’s talking about the argumentative spirit that loves to win heated quarrels by its own cleverness, the brash, dogmatic temper of an insecure young man; as we will see, he’s telling Timothy how to handle the false teachers in Ephesus—with love and peace, not anger and aggression.

The negative command is balanced with the positive: flee and pursue. Paul used the “flee…pursue” formula in his first letter, which will help us interpret his meaning here: “But flee from these things, you man of God, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, perseverance and gentleness.” (1 Timothy 6:11) 
 We are both to run away from spiritual danger and to run after spiritual good, both to flee from the one in order to escape it and to pursue the other in order to attain it. This double duty of Christians—negative and positive—is the consistent, reiterated teaching of Scripture. Thus, we are to deny ourselves and to follow Christ. We are to put off what belongs to our old life and to put on what belongs to our new life. We are to put to death our earthly members and to set our minds on heavenly things. We are to crucify the flesh and to walk in the Spirit. It is the ruthless rejection of the one in combination with the relentless pursuit of the other that Scripture defines as the secret of holiness. Only then can we hope to be fit for the Master’s use. If the promise is to be inherited (“he will be a vessel for noble use”), the condition must be fulfilled (“if any one purifies himself from what is ignoble”).
 So we are to avoid godless chatter and godless conduct.
Apply Godly Character 

This leads to the third directive: apply godly character. Look back to verse 15: “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.” I remember learning this verse as a chorus as a child: “Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of Truth.” Unfortunately this is not the best rendition of Paul’s words in today’s English, and has been used by some to promote incorrect interpretations of Scripture, especially through the last phrase, “rightly dividing the Word of Truth.”

The word translated “study” has nothing to do with books and teachers. It means, “to be diligent” or “be zealous.” It is translated in this way in 2 Timothy 4:9, 21, and also in Titus 3:12. The emphasis in this paragraph is that the workman needs to be diligent in his labors so that he will not be ashamed when his work is inspected.
 The aim is to “present yourself to God as one approved,” as contrasted with the campaigning for popular approval so evident among false teachers.
 

How is this done? Paul says, in effect, “Preach, and then practice what you preach.” We might think the order should be, “Practice, then preach.” But if that were the standard, no one would ever preach or teach. But once members of a congregation have heard the pastor proclaim a particular truth from God’s Word, you can be certain they will be watching to see if he lives out that truth.

Take note of the phrase “accurately handling.” The King James Version renders this Greek word “rightly dividing the word of truth,” which some took literally. C. I. Scofield, whose Scofield Study Bible popularized Dispesnationalism for generations, quoted this verse in his book entitled, Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth and wrote,

The Word of Truth, then, has right Divisions, and it must be evident that, as one cannot be “a workman that needeth not to be ashamed” without observing them, so any study of that Word which ignores those Divisions must be in large measure profitless and confusing.

And so Bible scholars and students have carved up Scripture, relegating whole sections of God’s Word as practically irrelevant, setting up the Old Testament against the New Testament as foes rather than family. But is that what Paul meant?

The expression is better phrased, “teaching faithfully and practically living out.” In other words, Timothy must handle the word of truth accurately—both in his speech and in his conduct.
 Our “correct handling” of the Scripture includes first understanding the original message in its original context, which requires knowledge of the biblical languages and the historical-cultural-social setting that the author addressed (or depending on those who do have such knowledge). But the task is not finished until the original message has been brought across the centuries and applied freshly in our own situations.
 Unless the study or sermon answers, “So what?” it is a waste of time.
Paul moves on in verse 19, “Nevertheless, God’s solid foundation stands firm, sealed with this inscription: ‘The Lord knows those who are his,’ and, ‘Everyone who confesses the name of the Lord must turn away from wickedness.’” Despite the havoc being wrecked by the false teachers and their heresies, the Church stands firm on the solid foundation of God’s Word. It's refreshing to know that, in times of doctrinal disagreement, remember that only God infallibly knows those who are truly His.
 We might wonder, “How could a true Christian believe that?” But God knows who's who.

“The Lord knows those who are his” is nearly a direct quote of Numbers 16:5 in the Septuagint. The scene in Numbers finds Korah and his companions challenging the authority of Moses and Aaron, God’s chosen leaders. Moses claims that God knows those who are his and will make this clear to the people, and ultimately Korah and his followers are removed by God. Paul’s point is that in the face of competing claims to authority and superior spirituality, God will distinguish between his people and impostors.

But while it is true that God’s special knowledge is the prior factor in belonging to God, it is equally true that God’s people must verify their membership with the proper response. The second half of the seal represents a combination of Old Testament ideas. The phrase “confesses the name” calls to mind Acts 2:21 and Romans 10:13 (which cite Joel 2:32) where calling upon the Lord is equivalent to trusting in the Lord for salvation. The demand of an appropriate lifestyle response, turn away from wickedness, echoes Job 36:10. The point is, those who claim to belong to God (who name his name in faith) must verify their claim (and faith) with their conduct. Thus the permanence of the church rests on God’s prior knowledge (God’s choice), which itself finds visible expression in the life of God’s people (their choice). Both halves of the seal are intrinsic to Paul’s logic. God’s sovereignty does not negate human responsibility.

Paul concludes in verses 24-26,

And the Lord’s servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has taken them captive to do his will.
Instead of being a fighter, the Christian is to be gentle, humble, and personable. We are to always be patient with people, though not necessarily with their ideas and opinions.
 Instead of viewing those who disagree with us as enemies, see them as hostages captured by the devil’s lies. As Jude 22-23 puts it, “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.” We are called to rescue, not conquer. Ultimately people are loved into the Kingdom, not argued into it.
Paul chose to use a different word for “gentleness” here from the one used in 2:24. This Greek term means “mild and gentle friendliness.” In Greek culture, respected leaders treated their subjects with gentleness, yet without sacrificing strength. Jesus used this term of Himself in Matthew 11:29, and Paul declared it to be a fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:23. Spiritual leaders are to exhibit this kindly strength when confronting those standing in opposition to divine truth.

In a world that likes to quarrel and fight, Christians are called to live above the fray. Staying out of the gutter is crucial in being the light of the world and the salt of the earth. 
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