Fight for the Faith to the Finish #5

“The Last Daze”

2 Timothy 3:1-9

“It’s bound to get better!”

These words are sometimes said to encourage one experiencing hard times. A shot of optimism to hopefully help one persevere through adversity. Whether the words are accurate or not, we usually appreciate the effort.

So far in Paul’s second letter to Timothy the situation has been pretty bleak. Paul is sitting in a Roman prison, soon to be executed. Timothy is struggling in his ministry in the city of Ephesus, constantly battling opposition from outside and inside the church. We might be ready for some positive vibes from the apostle.

That’s not exactly what happens.

Chapter 3 marks a subtle, yet significant, transition in Paul’s letter. After reflecting on the past and commenting on present circumstances, the imprisoned apostle urged his protégé to face the future. Without doubting the goodness or sovereignty of God, he declared in no uncertain terms, “difficult times will come.” He said, in effect, “The gospel will prevail in the end, but the days between today and that glorious victory will be filled with ever-increasing evil. Anticipate victory, but prepare for battle.”
 As one commentator entitled this section of his book, “It’s Bad and Getting Worse.”

Paul’s bleak picture of the future reminds me of a classic line from the pen of James Russell Lowell, who actively opposed slavery in America. Having witnessed the rising power of slaveholding politicians and the expansion of slavery, Lowell lamented, “Truth forever on the scaffold, Wrong forever on the throne.” In ancient times, the bodies of dead criminals were hung on a scaffold just outside town as a vivid warning to all who would oppose the powers that be. As Paul wrote from his dungeon facing imminent death, truth appeared to have been hung on the gallows.

This resonates in our own age where the scene can be described as “bad and getting worse.” Despite the technological advances of recent years, humanity has made no headway in combating the evil of society. Violence continues to rise, immorality that used to be hidden is now publicly flaunted, and those who try to stand up for truth and right are made out to be the villains. The “credibility gap”—a problem once the exclusive concern of politicians—now exists in the fields of journalism, science, technology, and education. Even Christians and churches are met with cynical sneers of doubt.

So I direct our attention to 2 Timothy 3 where Paul speaks not only of his day but of ours. While he mentions the “last days” in the first verse, he speaks of what I am calling the “last daze,” when, according to 2 Thessalonians 2:11, “God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie.” Let’s take a look at our own times.
The Filthy Depravity of False Teachers

Paul begins with the filthy depravity of false teachers in verses 1-5,

But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. 2 People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, 3 without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, 4 treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God— 5 having a form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do with them.
Paul introduces this chapter with an emphatic command to “mark this.” Why does he direct Timothy to understand what he already knows? He wants to emphasize that opposition to the truth is not a passing situation, but a permanent characteristic of the age. Perhaps he fears that Timothy will be overly optimistic, hoping that if he lies low for a while, the storm will pass. But Paul gives him no such hope. (In fact, the original Greek reads, “Keep telling yourself these are the last days, when people will behave like this. Don’t be taken off guard; don’t let it sweep you off your feet.”
) We too should “mark this,” and be clear about the troubles we will face if we stand firm in the truth.

Then Paul writes, “There will be terrible times in the last days.” We might be tempted to relegate this to the end times, “the great tribulation” described by Daniel, Jesus, and John in Daniel 12:1; Matthew 24:21; Mark 13:19; and Revelation 7:14, but Paul’s use of the phrase “the last days” more often refers to the time between the birth of Jesus and His return to earth to set up His kingdom. The "last days" are centuries long, and they will go from bad to worse.
 The last days were “now” for Paul and Timothy, and they are “now” for us as well.
 We will see that the verbs in verses 6–9 are in the present tense, not the future.

The Greek term translated “terrible,” is the same word used to describe the two violent demoniacs of Gadara in Matthew 8:28.
 The term was used in classical Greek both of dangerous wild animals and of the raging sea. This gives us an idea of the kind of seasons which the church must expect in the last days. They will be painful and perilous, hard to endure and hard to cope with.

Paul’s warning debunks the notion that life will get better. We believe that hard work, faithfulness, and walking with God must lead to an easier life. God, however, reminds us to guard our expectations, for faithfulness may not yield easier times, but emergence into more difficult ones.

Paul then gave the reason for such “terrible times.” The tiny Greek conjunction gar (“for” or “because”) introduces no less than nineteen adjectives and descriptive phrases characterizing human depravity. We cannot blame natural disasters, famine, pollution, poverty, or pestilence for all of the misery brought upon the world; people are at fault. Most of the suffering experienced by humanity today is the result of violence. While many suffer and die in natural disasters, many more suffer and die because their fellow humans fail to help in the aftermath. The term anthrōpos, from which we get "anthropology," refers to all people everywhere—young and old, male and female.
 The problem is not just what men will do, but what men are. Doing flows from being.

The theme of the first four items is selfishness. Next come two terms that describe destructive behavior. Four negative un- words follow. Ungrateful, unholy, “unloving” (NIV without love) and unforgiving each depict the opposite of a characteristic of true faith. The next two terms focus on speech and behavior. As the list continues, two more un- terms identify ungodliness as both ruthless and cold. Verse 4 closes the list with four items that help in applying the general list of “pagan” failings directly to the false teachers troubling the Christian churches.
 Let's briefly consider these descriptions.
“Lovers of self"—All people are given to selfishness, but this describes a deeper level of self-love to which we would assign the term “narcissism.”
 When love of God is replaced with love of self, all sorts of vices inevitably follow.
 The root of sin is not lack of love, but misplaced love.

“Lovers of money"—“Materialist” is the modern term. Materialists seek wealth and possessions as a means of power, control, security, personal worth, and even love. There’s nothing wrong with wealth. It’s the love of wealth we must avoid. Money-lovers are driven by greed.
 We should worship God, love people, and use things. But if we start worshiping ourselves, we will ignore God and start loving things and using people.

“Boastful”—This describes the ancient version of a con artist moving from town to town, making big promises, raking in money, and then disappearing overnight. They seek glory for themselves without providing anything of worth to those around them.

“Proud"—The underlying compound Greek word combines hyper, “over,” and phainō, “appear” or “seem,” to express the idea of appearing to be over others.
“Abusive"—The Greek word is blasphēmos, from which we get the English term “blasphemer.” To blaspheme is to curse or slander someone, verbally treating them with contempt. While we now reserve the term for those who revile God, blasphemy is any manner of speech that disregards or disrespects the value of another. 
“Disobedient to parents"—These don’t merely reject their parents’ house rules; they are adults who reject the counsel of their parents.

“Ungrateful"—The prefix a- here negates the word for “grace” or “gracious” to carry the idea of a generally unthankful attitude. These people walk around with a spirit of entitlement.

“Unholy”—The “unholy” person doesn’t simply reject the laws of God; he or she refuses even to abide by rules of common decency. Pagan Greeks would condemn this person as a bad citizen and a lousy neighbor. 
“Without love”—A “heartless” person has no natural affections toward others; or, characterized by hard-heartedness, offers nothing without expecting something in return. 
“Unforgiving”—Such a person cannot admit wrongdoing, refuses to forgive offenses, and remains at odds with everyone.

“Slanderous”—The Greek word is diabolos, “devil,” the nickname given to Satan for his lying and his entrapment of people.
 They are guilty of the sin of speaking evil against others, especially behind their back.
 We never look more like the devil than when we gossip.

“Without self-control"—The kjv translates this as “incontinent,” and I think that is a graphic portrayal of such people. They are morally incontinent! They have no self-control whatsoever!

“Brutal—The Greek word means the opposite of “gentle” or “tame” and was often used of wild animals, especially lions.  The brutality of humanity is terrible.

“Not lovers of the good"— The Greek word here is aphilagathos, which means “not a lover of good.” This person finds greater affinity with a corrupt world. 
“Treacherous”—This same term is used in Luke 6:16 to describe Judas Iscariot as a “traitor.” The verb form of this word means, literally, “to hand over.” This is someone who turns away from a friend when he or she most needs help. 
“Rash”—The literal meaning of the Greek word is “falling forward,” presumably without the ability to stop. We would say someone is “rushing headlong” into trouble.

“Conceited”—This depicts someone whose lofty view of himself or herself towers above everything else, someone deluded by his or her own sense of importance.

“Lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God”—A “pleasure-lover” adopts a hedonistic lifestyle, elevating the desires of the moment above all else, even God. This is just another expression of self-love.
 All these anti-social behaviors are the inevitable consequence of a godless self-centeredness.

Paul concluded his list of “savage” behavior with perhaps the most despicable of all. Some dress themselves in the august robes of “godliness,” yet pursue their own lusts. They pretend to be godly in order to justify their own selfish desires. 

Today, this false godliness can range from depraved, demented fanatics flying planes into tall buildings, to corrupt ministers fleecing the flock for personal gain, to businessmen seeking networking possibilities within the church, to sanctimonious Christians rationalizing their greed.
 

The Fooled Dupes of False Teachers

In verses 6-7 Paul moves on to the fooled dupes of false teachers: 

They are the kind who worm their way into homes and gain control over weak-willed women, who are loaded down with sins and are swayed by all kinds of evil desires, always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth.
These false teachers take advantage of the problems people have, and promise them quick and easy solutions. They “worm their way in” and soon control people’s lives. It is not long before these leaders grab their followers’ loyalty, money, and service. And their “converts” are worse off than they were before. They still have their problems, but they have been duped into thinking that all is well.

The term translated “gain control” describes capturing a soldier and making him a prisoner of war. Here it has the sense of gaining complete possession of another, gaining a cultic grip upon the mind, emotions and wills of the most vulnerable.

Paul’s description of “weak women weighed down with sins …” doesn’t characterize women in general, as some undiscerning expositors claim. This is a specific subset of women in Ephesus who were immature, overly influenced by fads and fashions, and given to idle curiosity.
 It should be noted that in Paul’s day women had been deprived of adequate education and social equality. As a result the average Greek woman lived a rather secluded life and would be easy prey for religious propagandists who could get her ear.

“Always learning” may depict these folks as religious aficionados, ever eager to take up the latest spiritual fad. Or it may emphasize the futility of their search for truth: no matter how hard they tried, their hearts were veiled to the gospel (2 Cor 4:4). Probably both elements are present.

This still occurs today. Pseudo-Christian sects offer literature that uses Bible verses and familiar terms from Sunday school, but with a subtle, sinister twist. They’re always steeped in spiritual studies, much of it claiming to be Christian, yet they never believe in the simple gospel of salvation by grace, through faith in Jesus Christ.

The Final Destiny of False Teachers

Paul does not leave Timothy without hope, however. In verses 8-9 the apostle outlines the final destiny of false teachers: 

Just as Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so also these men oppose the truth—men of depraved minds, who, as far as the faith is concerned, are rejected. But they will not get very far because, as in the case of those men, their folly will be clear to everyone.
Don’t feel bad if you can’t recall the names “Jannes” and “Jambres”; they do not appear in the Bible. These names are found in Jewish writings dating at least to the Qumran community (where the Dead Sea Scrolls were found) as well as in various early Christian literary works.

In Exodus 7-9 Moses and Aaron confront Pharaoh and demand that he set the Israelites free. These two men opposed Moses by imitating what he did. When Aaron’s rod turned into a serpent, the magicians cast down their rods and they turned into serpents. Moses turned the water into blood, and the magicians followed with the same miracle. When Moses brought up all the frogs, the magicians duplicated the miracle. But they could not imitate all of God’s mighty acts.
Satan is an imitator; what God does, Satan counterfeits. The religious leaders in the last days will have a counterfeit faith, and their purpose is to promote a lie and resist the truth of God’s Word. They deny the authority of the Bible and substitute human wisdom and philosophy. In their attempt to be “modern,” they deny the reality of sin and people’s need for salvation. “Depraved” is the word Paul used to describe them meaning, “tested and found counterfeit.” Jannes and Jambres were finally exposed and made fools of by the judgments of God. This will also happen to the leaders of false religions in these last days.

We sometimes get distressed in our day—understandably—by the false teachers who oppose the truth and trouble the church, especially by the sly and slippery methods of backdoor religious traders. But we need have no fear, even if a few weak people may be taken in, even if falsehood becomes fashionable. Error may spread and be popular for a time. But it will not get very far. In the end it will be exposed, and the truth is sure to be vindicated.

Human nature has not changed over the course of history. While culture has “advanced,” man’s basic characteristics remain the same. This is what makes Scripture relevant. The basic problems of the first century are still the basic problems of the twenty-first.

I began this message with a couple lines from James Russell Lowell’s poem. Yet he went on to write,

Truth forever on the scaffold, wrong forever on the throne.

Yet that scaffold sways the future, and, behind the dim unknown,

Standeth God within the shadow, keeping watch above his own.

Paul’s point was similar: Evil has a limited shelf life. Deceivers will multiply, and their influence will expand. Falsehood may devastate some churches and persecute many genuine believers. Evil men may consume many lives with their hatred. But, ultimately, evil comes to nothing. Divine truth always prevails. In the end, God wins.
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