Fight for the Faith to the Finish #6

“Standing Firm”

2 Timothy 3:10-17

How do you want to be remembered?

I’m not trying to be morbid, or suggesting that I know something you don’t. Truth is, we are not going to be on this earth forever, and when that time comes when we are not, how do you want to be remembered? What do you want your legacy to be?

“That’s out of my hands,” you may reply. “What other people think and say about me is beyond my control.” That is true, to an extent. Yet it is also true that how we live today will weigh mightily on how we are remembered tomorrow.

When writing the letter we have in our Bibles as 2 Timothy, Paul was coming to the end of his earthly life…and he knew it. This letter, while hoping to reach Timothy in time for him to come to Paul before the apostle was gone, was written to encourage Timothy how to carry on the work Paul began. 

The first nine verses of 2 Timothy 3 paint a rather bleak picture of the last days, the time between Christ’s first and second comings to earth. In the latter eight verses of the chapter, Paul turns his attention to Timothy and how he should respond to these increasingly dark days. As we examine this passage, let me summarize Paul’s message: The past is like the present (3:10–11), and the future will be like the past (3:12–13), so, continue in the present as you have in the past to engage the future (3:14–15).
 To borrow from another of Paul’s letters, Ephesians 6:10-13 says,  
Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For 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. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.
Notice how many times Paul uses the word “stand”? The next verse begins, “Stand firm then…” I believe this should be the goal of every believer in the spiritual warfare we encounter: to stand firm. I also believe this was the message to Timothy in this final letter of Paul: stand firm. In the latter part of chapter 3 he shows how to do it.

Remember the Situation

First Paul tells Timothy to remember the situation he is in. He begins in verses 10-11,  “You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, persecutions, sufferings—what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured.”

In contrast to the phony lives and “ministries” of the false teachers, Paul issued an emphatic call to Timothy to remember his lifestyle and virtues.
 He grabbed Timothy’s attention with the emphatic use of the pronoun “you.” He said, in effect, “False teachers and other evil people behave that way; you, however, must be different because you are different.”

The full phrase, “You, however, know all about my teaching,” doesn’t quite bring out the full meaning of the verb.
 It means rather to “follow as an example.”
 Timothy had not simply “known” or “observed” Paul’s doctrine and conduct, as if he were an impartial student or a detached observer, but that he has become a dedicated disciple.
 It’s the Greek term for an apprentice learning from a master. It’s not just watching from the sidelines; it means copying and making your own.

This reminds us that a disciple of Jesus Christ is not primarily the product of a classroom, but of life invested and shared through personal relationship. Christian maturity involves more than the gathering of data, but is the transference of life through close observation and study—like an apprentice.

Paul’s “way of life” backed up his messages. He did not preach sacrifice and live in luxury. He gave to others far more than he received from them. He stood up for the truth even when it meant losing friends and, in the end, losing his life. Paul was a servant, not a celebrity.
 Alongside his lifestyle, Paul raised the memory of his virtues—his faith, patience, love, and endurance. There was no ego in this. He was at the end of his life, and he desired with all his heart that Timothy carry on. These virtues were simple fact.
 The last of these—”endurance”—leads to the theme Paul most wants to emphasize.
 This word means “the ability to stick with it when the going gets tough.”

Timothy knew of the many persecutions Paul had endured—specifically at Antioch (where the leading citizens ran him out of town, Acts 13:50), Iconium (where he barely escaped a stoning, Acts 14:5) and Lystra (where he was stoned, dragged out of town, and left for dead, Acts 14:19).
 Of course, this was not all of the persecutions Paul endured: there was the illegal arrest and beating in Philippi; being run out of Thessalonica on a rail; being falsely accused at the Temple in Jerusalem of bringing a Gentile into a forbidden area and almost being lynched; of sitting in prison for years awaiting a hearing.

Paul continued in verses 11-13, 

Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them. In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted, while evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived. 

Timothy also knew that the Lord had rescued Paul from every assault upon his life. The apostle had not been spared suffering but he had never been forgotten by God or left to die at the hands of men before his time. The theme of God as deliverer is found repeatedly in the Psalms. Psalm 34:17 says, “The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears them; he delivers them from all their troubles.” God has always been available to rescue those who place their trust in Him.
 Sometimes He delivers “out of” and sometimes “through,” but He always delivers His people.

In light of this history, the present struggle was nothing new. The apostle might just as well have said, “You have been there before, you are there now, and you will be there again.” To suffer for Christ is normal, and not just for apostles and their disciples.
 The main verbs in verses 12 and 13 are future tense: “will be persecuted” and “will go.” A look to the past brought the future into perspective. The persecutions Paul suffered will become the suffering of any believer who stakes his or her life on the gospel and dares to live it openly. “If you want to live a godly life, if you want to make a lasting difference, you will be misunderstood, mistreated, maligned, and hated. Count on it.”
 Some people have the idea that godliness means escaping persecution, when just the opposite is true.

Why? The godly arouse the antagonism of the worldly. It has always been so. It was so for Christ, and He said it in John 15:18–20 would be for us: 

If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. Remember the word that I said to you, ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they have persecuted me, they will persecute you.” 

It is important to notice the situation in which Christ here told his followers to expect persecution. He envisaged that they would be both “in the world” (living among godless people) and at the same time “not of the world” (living a godly life in Christ). Those who are in Christ but not in the world are not persecuted, because they do not come into contact and therefore into collision with their potential persecutors. Those who are in the world but not in Christ are also not persecuted, because the world sees nothing in them to persecute. The former escape persecution by withdrawal from the world, the latter by assimilation to it. It is only for those who are both in the world and in Christ simultaneously that persecution becomes inevitable.
 We must remember the situation.

Remain on the Source

In verses 14-15 Paul challenges Timothy to remain on the source: 

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 

Timothy is to go on believing and doing what he’s learned from his earliest days. Remember Paul’s words in 2 Timothy 1:5, “I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also.” Timothy could continue on the path in the future because of the credibility of his first teachers. Not only did he know all about Paul’s teaching and lifestyle; his earliest influencers gave him confidence in what he believed. There is supernatural potential in a home where a child learns the Bible in a climate of faith and prayer. It can outweigh the natural tendency for a boy to pick up his dad’s lack of Christianity; and it can lay the foundation for a lifetime of Christian faith and ministry. Parents and home are the most powerful influences on us for the rest of our lives.

But not just what he’s learned. The words “learn” and “become convinced” don’t express the same idea. We learn by gaining information, changing perspectives, and acquiring skills. To be “convinced,” however, invades the will. Convictions motivate the person to transform knowledge into action. Much like faith without works is dead, so theological training is pointless unless the minister, motivated by his or her convictions, decides to make a difference.

Notice that Paul refers to “the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” We are not saved by knowing the Bible, but by trusting the Christ who is revealed in the Bible. Satan knows the Bible but he is not saved. Timothy was raised on the Holy Scriptures in a godly home. Yet it was not until Paul led him to Christ that he was saved.
What is the relationship of the Bible to salvation? To begin with, the Bible reveals our need for salvation. It is a mirror that shows us how filthy we are in God’s sight. The Bible explains that every lost sinner is condemned now and needs a Saviour now. It also makes it clear that a lost sinner cannot save himself. But the Bible also reveals God’s wonderful plan of salvation: Christ died for our sins! If we trust Him, He will save us.
The only way to defeat Satan’s lies is with God’s truth. Evil men and deceivers are going to get worse and worse. They will deceive more and more. Why? Because they are being deceived by Satan! In these last days, there will be more deception and imitation; and the only way a believer will be able to tell the true from the false is by knowing the Word of God. The Lord is the God of truth in Deuteronomy 32:4; Jesus is “the truth” in John 14:6; and the Holy Spirit is the “Spirit is truth” in 1 John 5:6. Furthermore, Jesus said of the Scriptures, “Your Word is truth” when praying to the Father in John 17:17.

Rely on the Scriptures

Paul focuses on the latter in verses 16-17 as he urges Timothy to rely on the Scriptures: “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” Chuck Swindoll writes concerning this passage,
It is the single most significant sentence in all the New Testament regarding the Scriptures, because it touches on the watershed issue of faith in our times. What you believe about the Bible influences everything you believe and affects every decision you make.

Robert Mounce adds, “That ‘all Scripture is God-breathed’ is Scripture’s most important statement about itself.”
 Two fundamental truths about Scripture are asserted here: its origin (where it comes from) and its objective (what it is intended for).

The origin of Scripture is seen in the phrase, “God-breathed.” Some translations render this as “inspired,” but we should not think of “inspiration” the way the world thinks when it says, “Shakespeare was certainly an inspired writer.” What we mean by biblical inspiration is the supernatural influence of the Holy Spirit on the Bible’s writers, which guaranteed that what they wrote was accurate and trustworthy. Whatever the Bible says about itself, man, God, life, death, history, science, and every other subject is true. This does not mean that every statement in the Bible is true, because the Bible records the lies of men and of Satan. But the record is true.

What does he mean by “all Scripture”? Certainly Paul is referring to the Hebrew Scriptures, what we call the Old Testament, and we should not pass over this too quickly. The apostle Paul—the apostle to the Gentiles, the apostle of grace—makes this ultimate declaration about the Hebrew Torah. I don’t think Paul would stand for one moment any teaching that the Old Testament is somehow “not for today.” (I know I don’t!)

Yet I’m not sure the Hebrew Scriptures was all that Paul refers to here. He may well be including “what you have learned” in verse 14 as well as “the holy Scriptures” in verse 15. It is true that nowhere does Paul call his letters “Scripture,” but on a number of occasions he gets very close to it, and he certainly directs that his letters be read publicly in the Christian assemblies, no doubt alongside Old Testament readings. Several times he speaks in the name and with the authority of Christ, and calls his message “the word of God” in 1 Thessalonians 2:13. On another occasion he says in 1 Corinthians 2:13 that he uses “words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit.” This is a claim to inspiration, indeed to verbal inspiration, which is the distinctive characteristic of Scripture. Peter clearly regarded Paul’s letters as Scripture, for in referring to them he calls the Old Testament “the other scriptures” in 2 Peter 3:16. In addition, Paul could combine a quotation from Deuteronomy 25:4 with a saying of Jesus recorded in Luke 10:7 and call both “Scripture” in 1 Timothy 5:18.
 Both Old and New Testaments apply.
These writings—and no other—are “inspired by God.” This phrase is rendered from a single word that combines theos, “God,” and the adjective with the same root as the verb pneō, “to breathe.” The literal rendering of this adjective is “God-breathed.” The noun based on the same root is pneuma, “breath, spirit”; we derive “pneumonia” and “pneumatic” from the same root. This word picture involving breath draws a significant meaning from the creation account in the Hebrew Bible. In the beginning, God created the first human, Adam, from the dust of the ground (Gen. 2:7), but he would have been nothing more than organized dirt had the Lord not done something miraculous—something He chose to do only for humanity. He breathed life into the man, and he became a “living being”—that is, having both body and soul (cf. 1 Cor. 15:45). God superintended the transfer of His thoughts to human writers, so that they composed and recorded His Word without error.
 Peter described this in 2 Peter 1:20-21, “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 

This inspiration, though, did not destroy the individuality of the human writers.
 Each author in the Bible has their own style, their own vocabulary, that is distinct from the others. More than forty writers over fifteen hundred years wrote this one unified work that can only be explained as supernatural. 

Now there’s nothing magical about the book or the printing or even the words themselves. The Bible is not a good-luck charm. You can’t purify something by placing a Bible on it. The words can’t be chanted like a spell to make things happen. God Himself purifies souls.
 

According to verse 16 the Scriptures are profitable for teaching (what is right), for rebuking (what is not right), for correcting (how to get right), and for training in righteousness (how to stay right).
 It’s about what we believe and how we behave, showing us what is right and wrong. It does not merely contain truth; it is the truth.

Yet it is not merely academic. God’s Word is the primary means by which He fits us to carry out His will.
 Thus it equips us for every good work. It is not enough to claim to believe the Bible; we must be willing to live it. Faith without works is dead—useless.
How do you want to be remembered? Do you want your legacy to be as a follower of Christ who was able to stand firm in these terrible last days? As one who was able to “stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand”? Remember the situation—we are in a spiritual war, so we should expect spiritual antagonism. Remain on the source—we don’t need “new and improved”; just stick with the “old and ignored.” And rely on the Scriptures—the God-breathed revelation that tells us about God, about ourselves, and about how we are to believe and behave.

That’s how we can stand firm whatever we experience in this thing called life.
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