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FAITHFULNESS IN AN AGE OF DECEPTION

AGONISING THE GOOD AGONY: 2 TIMOTHY4:6-8

2 Timothy 4:6-8
Almost Done

Paul is reviewing his life and ministry as he is imprisoned, and
as he seeks to impart to his protégée Timothy some probable
and profitable last reflections on his life and faith. In this part
of his letter he observes that “I have already been poured out
like a drink offering, and the time for my departure (from this
life) is near.” Then all supremely he adds “I have fought the
good fight, | have finished the race, | have kept the faith. “
Vve6-7

Have you seen the (now ancient) movie ‘Goodbye Mr Chips,’
or in the same vein ‘Mr Holland’s Opus?’ Here you have
stories of two men who devoted their teaching lives
wholeheartedly to their pupils, schools and families through
the toughest and the very best of times over literally
decades. We follow their lives and careers until their final
farewells from both of their schools. These movies remind
me of what | think Paul is trying to get at in his letter to
Timothy. From the very depths of the good, the bad and the
ugly, Paul reminisces and sums up his faith and his ministry.
Now as it’s all coming to a close he gathers it all up in the
words “I have fought the good fight. | have finished the race

“«

Living in this world, now as in Paul’s time is and was never
easy. It is hard to live and maintain a true faith perspective on
life. Deception, shadow and doubt travel with us through
life’s journey. Paul’s response to this faithful way of living is
to use the analogy of “... being poured out” as a drink
(sacrificial) offering — a libation, like a sacrificial lamb to be
slaughtered. But, says Paul “... my departure is near,” and he,
like Peter, have much cause to reflect on faithful life and
ministry as for both of them the end is indicated and is
obviously drawing very close. “My departure is near” says
Paul, it’s figuratively time for the boat to slip its moorings:
time to ‘strike tent.” None of what Paul is writing is in any
way morbid, regretful or fearful. To the Philippians (Chapter
2, verse 17) he writes similarly “But even if | am being poured
out ... | am glad and rejoice with all of you.” (for their shared
experience and trials of faith).

Finishing the Race

“I' have fought the good fight ...” states Paul, and immediately
to mind arises three metaphors: 1) an obvious military
metaphor, 2)” | have finished the race ...” an athletic
metaphor, and 3) “I have kept the faith” a religious
metaphor. The athletic metaphor though is obviously to the
fore in Pauline and other New Testament passages. Paul
writes to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 9:25), “...everyone

who competes in the games goes into strict training” and
Hebrews (chapter 12, verse 1) notably uses the same
metaphor; “And let us run with perseverance the race
marked out for us ...” The expectation from Paul, from
Scripture, and from Jesus’ own example, is that the believer is
to strenuously contend in the life and race of faith: to
wrestle, strive and to fight to win the “crown (the winner’s
wreath) of righteousness” (v.8). It’s no futile or purposeless
thing to look back and recall how God has led and inspired us
in the race of faith. In the movie ‘Amazing Grace’ John
Newton, whose faculties are diminishing with age, reminds
himself and William Wilberforce “Didn’t | write that” (those
words)? We all in Christ must take stock, not proudly or
boastfully, but to give accurate and adequate praise-full
summary before God of how we have “run ... the race

marked for us.” My (Derrick’s) personal story includes what
in faith and ministry | remember, giving praise to God,
including how ministry continues for me today, and what |
chose to entrust to God and other things | need to forget.
have fought the good fight, | have finished the race, | have
kept the faith ...” declares Paul, in effect saying ‘It’s all been
worth it” which | can gladly affirm too.

“

The Winner’s Prize

uI

With allusions to the Greek national games, Paul reflects 1)
have fought the good fight” 2) “Now there is in store for me
... 3) (God) “...the righteous Judge, will award to me on that
day ...” Paul was emphatic: all of this was God’s plan for his
life and future, and he does not, in any way resile from his
faithful journey in faith actions, duty and ministry. Now he
has been awarded “the crown of righteousness” and
righteousness has its own reward. We recently watched the
(Karl Fass) documentary entitled ‘Remember 59: the legacy of
Billy Graham,” in which an elderly Australian pastor (named
Bill Boyes?) gives his testimony of how God moved
dramatically through Billy Graham’s ministry to turn him(Bill)
around from a drunken and wasteful, degenerate life, to a
powerful and life-saving ministry that lasts to this day (not
least through the effect on Bill’s family). “On that day” is
most certainly the day of Christ’s return (“the day of
Messiah’s appearing,” 2 Timothy 1:12), but it is also the day
of God’s judgment, justification and his mercy in all of our
lives. Paul writes of “the Lord, the righteous Judge” awarding
him such “righteousness” that life and future direction are
clear and assured (by God). As then, so now: there is a
contrast implicitly outlined in life lived under the direction of
a righteous heavenly Judge, and a life lived under
unrighteous earthly judges, where all-around there is
deception and sly, conniving, dealings. There is, in fact, a fear
in this life for many non-believers: a fear of death ...
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Taking Stock

Paul, with a sense of rejoicing and celebration, arrives at the
conclusion that his race of faith, despite all the persecutions
and setbacks, has all been worth it. He then, gladly includes
“... all who have longed for his (Christ’s) appearing.” V.8 as
those who together have crossed the finish line, and who, on
reflection have run the faith race and been awarded the
winner’s prize. Like Paul, these faithful ones have been
constant in their love and the discharge of their calling; their
ministry. They are contrasted with those who may have
started the faith race well but have “... loved this world” v.10
and have failed to finish and have slipped away.

When Paul reflects on how he has “already been poured out”
he may well have been almost literalistic! In his mission and
ministry Paul has gone out on the road, over the water, and
into personally dangerous places, been beaten, spilled blood,
been abused, ship-wrecked, abandoned for the sake of
bearing witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Christ the
(risen) redeemer does not come to Zion, the place of faith,
but Zion in Christ and in Paul goes out —is poured out into all
the world into the most challenging places. There is no longer
a Temple in Jerusalem that the faithful are to go to: we, the
faithful, are now God’s temple — we are the new temple, that
like Paul, we go out into the world. We, again like Paul, are
being “poured out” (our own comforts sacrificed) for the sake
of telling out the Gospel Good News. We are individually and
often uniquely called by God to be poured out, bruised,
misunderstood, plotted against, in an age of deception, no
better or worse than the age of Paul. Every night | pick up my
Barnabas Fund prayer notes and pray for a persecuted
people group or nation somewhere in the world, suffering
extremely for their Christian faith, even to the point of death.
We simply cannot say that the age of Paul has long gone;
there is not the same level of persecution, deception and
opposition to the person of Christ as there was back then, we
may say.

But when anyone goes out into their community, their
nation, their world, proclaiming the divine rule of God in
Christ, and threatening to displace all other worldly powers,
then there is immediate kick-back and (sometimes violent)
objection. The fight, the race, is on! Earthly powers do not
quickly and easily accept their rule being challenged or
threatened. Paul’s vision, and Gods charge in Christ
becomes peculiarly our vision, our charge, in our space and
our time. We join the fight. We run the race, and we keep the
faith in the unique way God has called us to sign up and
engage. We “go into strict training” (1 Corinthians 9:25),
become disciplined and prepared for the fight — for the race.

One day, if we are faithful, and have “kept the faith,” not
being distracted by the world or anything else, we will cross
the finish line and hear Jesus’ voice proclaiming “Well done,
good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few
things; | will put you in charge of many things. Come and
share your master’s happiness!” (Matthew 25:21). You will
feel the crown of righteousness placed on your head, and you
will know with great pleasure you have finished well!
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REFLECTION + DISCUSSION

1.

What do you make of Paul’s single-minded call on our
lives: to in effect engage in a battle —a race, and to
keep faith paramount in our lives? What stands in your
way?

What race, what kind of particular race are you running
at the moment, and how is it going?

What race did you sense the Holy Spirit call you to, that
you preferred to ignore at the time? What do you make
of the call now? Who can you talk to about this?

How have you typically decided about your faith/life
choices? How might you decide going forward?

There are many alternatives in maintaining and building
a direction in life, to build and maintain hope, even
down to what you believe. How do you choose for
faith?

What would you like to be able to say in summary
about your life and faith when it is all drawing to a
close/the race is almost over? How do you put in place
the steps toward this summary? Who can you share
this with for wisdom, encouragement and advice?

CENTRAL BAPTIST


http://www.icbc.org.nz/

