Letters to the Front Lines #4

“Fight the Good Fight”

1 Timothy 1:18-20

A. W. Tozer was a pastor, ministering in Christian & Missionary Alliance churches in West Virginia, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, before going north of the border to Toronto, Ontario, Canada, until his sudden death in 1963. He was also a prolific writer, serving as editor of The Alliance Weekly, a publication Warren Wiersbe called “probably the only religious magazine purchased primarily for its editorials.”
 Tozer was known for his no-nonsense, direct challenges to what he viewed as poor imitations of Christianity. Many have called him “the Christian prophet of the 20th century.” I’d like to share from one of his best-known editorials entitled, “This World: Playground or Battleground?”

Going back no further than the times of the founding and early development of our country, we are able to see the wide gulf between our modern attitudes and those of our fathers. In the early days, when Christianity exercised a dominant influence over American thinking, men conceived the world to be a battleground. Our fathers believed in sin and the devil and hell as constituting one force, and they believed in God and righteousness and heaven as the other. By their very nature, these forces were opposed to each other forever in deep, grave, irreconcilable hostility. Man, our fathers held, had to choose sides—he could not be neutral. For him it must be life or death, heaven or hell, and if he chose to come out on God’s side, he could expect open war with God’s enemies. The fight would be real and deadly and would last as long as life continued here below. Men looked forward to heaven as a return from the wars, a laying down of the sword to enjoy in peace the home prepared for them.

Sermons and songs in those days often had a martial quality about them, or perhaps a trace of homesickness. The Christian soldier thought of home and rest and reunion, and his voice grew plaintive as he sang of battle ended and victory won. But whether he was charging into enemy guns or dreaming of war’s end and the Father’s welcome home, he never forgot what kind of world he lived in—it was a battleground, and many were wounded and slain.

That view is unquestionably scriptural. Allowing for the figures and metaphors with which the Scriptures abound, it is still a solid Bible doctrine that tremendous spiritual forces are present in the world. Man, because of his spiritual nature, is caught in the middle. The evil powers are bent upon destroying him, while Christ is present to save him through the power of the gospel. To obtain deliverance he must come out on God’s side in faith and obedience. That in brief is what our fathers thought, and that, we believe, is what the Bible teaches.

How different today. The fact remains the same, but the interpretation has changed completely. Men think of the world not as a battleground, but as a playground. We are not here to fight; we are here to frolic. We are not in a foreign land; we are at home. We are not getting ready to live, but we are already living, and the best we can do is rid ourselves of our inhibitions and our frustrations and live this life to the full. This, we believe, is a fair summary of the religious philosophy of modern man, openly professed by millions and tacitly held by many more millions who live out that philosophy without having given it verbal expression.

This changed attitude toward the world has had and is having its effect upon Christians, even gospel Christians who profess the faith of the Bible. By a curious juggling of the figures, they manage to add up the column wrong and yet claim to have the right answer. It sounds fantastic, but it is true.

The idea that this world is a playground instead of a battleground has now been accepted in practice by the vast majority of fundamentalist Christians. They might hedge around the question if they were asked bluntly to declare their position, but their conduct gives them away. They are facing both ways, enjoying Christ and the world, gleefully telling everyone that accepting Jesus does not require them to give up their fun—Christianity is just the jolliest thing imaginable. The “worship” growing out of such a view of life is as far off center as the view itself—a sort of sanctified nightclub without the champagne and the dressed-up drunks.

This whole thing has grown to be so serious that it is now the bound duty of all Christians to reexamine their spiritual philosophy in the light of the Bible. Having discovered the scriptural way, they must follow it, even if to do so, they must separate themselves from much that they had accepted as real, but which now in the light of truth is seen to be false.

A right view of God and the world to come requires that we have a right view of the world in which we live and of our relationship to it. So much depends upon this that we cannot afford to be careless about it.

I am certain that, if the apostle Paul had read or heard these words, he would have responded with a hearty, “Amen!” Throughout his writings Paul likened the Christian life as a battle waged against the enemy of our souls. In our present study, “Letters to the Front Lines,” we see Paul using military language as he encourages Timothy to “fight the good fight.”

The Strong Challenge to Fight

First, Paul issues the strong challenge to fight in 1 Timothy 1:18, “Timothy, my son, I give you this instruction in keeping with the prophecies once made about you, so that by following them you may fight the good fight…” The term translated “give this instruction” (or “charge” in the kjv) means, “an urgent command handed down from a superior officer,” and was also used in 1 Timothy 1:3,
 and appears as a noun in verse 5.
 Timothy is solemnly reminded that the ministry is not a matter to be trifled with, but an order from the Commander-in-Chief.

Continuing with this theme, Paul points back to Timothy’s commission as an officer in the army of God with the words, “in keeping with the prophecies once made about you…” The early church had prophets whose function it was to disclose the mind of God in matters relating to the life of the congregation. For instance, in Acts 13:1–3, at Antioch it was the prophets who, instructed by the Holy Spirit, commissioned Barnabas and Saul for their missionary task. In Ephesus a similar group had indicated that Timothy was God’s man to provide leadership, especially to correct and counteract the heretical teaching that certain conscience-hardened individuals were foisting upon the church.

Therefore, as an officer already commissioned, Paul challenges Timothy to “fight the good fight.” An amplified translation of the Greek phrase would be, “commit yourself fully as a soldier for good in this present campaign.”
 This notion of “the good fight” is a recurring theme for Paul in his correspondence with Timothy, as seen in 1 Timothy 6:12 and 2 Timothy 4:7). We are reminded that a struggle for truth is an inevitable part of this life. The notion of the perfectly tranquil existence in this life is a fantasy.

What this “good fight” is Paul does not specify. But since in 1 Timothy 6:12 he urges Timothy to “fight the good fight of the faith”, it is reasonable to conclude that he means the same thing here. Certainly to defend the revealed truth of God against those who deny or distort it, and to “demolish strongholds” of error (2 Cor. 10:4), is to engage in a dangerous and difficult fight, which demands spiritual weapons, especially “the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (Eph. 6:17).

Notice that it is not to a battle that we are summoned; it is to a campaign. Life is one long campaign, a service from which there is no release, not a short, sharp struggle after which a man can lay aside his arms and rest in peace. To change the metaphor, life is not a sprint; it is a marathon race. It is there that the danger enters in. It is necessary to be forever on the watch. The temptations of life never cease their search for a chink in the armor of the Christian. We must remember that we are summoned to a campaign that goes on as long as life does.
 The minister’s enlistment is in God’s service, not simply in a church which, should it happen to falter or split, the minister could choose to leave behind. Appointment to ministry involves commitment to service even when it is under less than ideal circumstances. Thus Timothy’s challenge includes those duties that are not necessarily enjoyable but are essential—like opposing false teachers.

Ultimately this charge is for all of us, regardless of our place and calling in life. The military, fighting language is significant. Paul chose it deliberately and used it more than once, in various forms. We are to fight.

The Spiritual Components to Follow

Next Paul points to the spiritual components to follow in the first part of verse 19, “…holding on to faith and a good conscience.” The sentence continues from the previous verse. The opening participle “holding on” indicates how one may “fight the good fight”, which in turn pointed back to the command of verse 3 and regards the importance of protecting the truth.
 In other words, “Continue to do as you have been commanded despite the apparent futility of your efforts. And then rest in the confidence that you have done all that the Commander has required of you.”

In particular, Timothy must keep “holding on to faith and a good conscience.” Although here “faith” does not have the definite article in the original, it does at the end of the verse (literally, “suffered shipwreck concerning the faith”). So we may conclude it belongs at the beginning of the verse as well. Timothy possesses two valuable things he must carefully guard, an objective treasure called “the faith,” meaning the apostolic faith, and a subjective one called “a good conscience.” “The faith” as an objective body of truth is seen in Jude 3, “Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.”  Moreover, they need to be preserved together (as in 1 Timothy 1:5 and 3:9).
 Sadly, though, this is not the case, as Kent Hughes observes,

Evangelical ignorance is a fact. Most Christians cannot name the Ten Commandments. Many cannot even name five of them. Many do not even know where they are found. If we are to love God as we ought, we must know the doctrine of God, the doctrine of Christ, the doctrine of salvation, just to name a few. But our knowledge must not come from textbook dogmatics but from the Bible—its history, its narratives, its poetry, its parables, its didactic passages, its apocalyptic sections. The Bible provides a multifaceted, many-textured, vital knowledge of God that anoints the mind and affections with love. I cannot urge enough the necessity of knowing the Word of God. Begin by learning one book, perhaps Romans. Know its theme, its divisions, its unity. What you know and believe about God is everything, because what you know and believe will determine how you live. Doctrine determines conduct. Right doctrine makes it possible to “fight the good fight.”

Good conscience is that inner faculty that causes faith to result in godly conduct. According to Paul, the purity of your faith is directly related to the effectiveness of your conscience.
 But when you start playing around with your conscience, you’re heading for shipwreck, as we will see later in this passage. Conscience is the compass that guides you. When you don’t follow that compass or when you try to change the compass (in order to justify your sinful lifestyle), you’re going to end up shipwrecked.

The Severe Consequences of Faithlessness

Paul concludes with the severe consequences of faithlessness in the rest of verse 19 and verse 20: “Some have rejected these and so have shipwrecked their faith. Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme.” In the first clause, niv has rejected these, but the Greek relative is singular and refers directly to conscience. The verb is a strong one, implying a violent and deliberate rejection.
 This was not something accidental or done in ignorance.

Here Paul changes the illustration from army to navy. In addition to being a good soldier the Christian must also be a good sailor.
 Professed Christians who “make shipwreck” of their faith do so by sinning against their consciences. Bad doctrine usually starts with bad conduct, and usually with secret sin.

Unfortunately, some in Ephesus had abandoned the authentic teaching they had received. And because “nature abhors a vacuum,” false teaching quickly filled their empty heads and hearts. Paul named two such men, Hymenaeus and Alexander, presumably because they had become Timothy’s most distressing opponents in Ephesus.
According to Paul’s second letter to Timothy, Hymenaeus (along with Philetus) upset the faith of some by teaching the resurrection has already taken place (2:16–18).
 Whether that was his particular error at the time of 1 Timothy is unclear. In both texts Hymenaeus is mentioned first and this may be an indicator that he was a leader of the false teaching that was finding a hearing in the Ephesian church. The fact that he is mentioned again in 2 Timothy, but with a different partner, points out the power, persuasion, and persistence of the man.

Alexander, the second person named here, may have been the same one by that name mentioned in Acts 19:33, a Jew caught up in the Ephesian riot years before, or one mentioned in 2 Timothy 4:14-15, “Alexander the metalworker did me a great deal of harm. The Lord will repay him for what he has done. You too should be on your guard against him, because he strongly opposed our message.” But Alexander was a common name, and there is no reason to identify this one with either of these (if, in fact , they were two separate people) and who does not seem to have been a Christian at all.
 Whoever these men were, Hymenaeus and Alexander and those who stood with them illustrate the truth of Paul’s prediction in Acts 20:29–30, that false teachers would arrive from among their own ranks and seek to lead many astray.

Paul states at the end of verse 20 that he had “handed [them] over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme.” What did he mean by this? There are a couple of possibilities.
The first (and most popular among scholars) is excommunication from the church. This was practiced in the Jewish synagogue at that time, and adopted by the Christian church through the teachings of Jesus in Matthew 18 and Paul in 1 Corinthians 5.

Another view, favored by William Barclay, sees Satan as responsible for human suffering and pain. A man in the Corinthian Church had been guilty of the terrible sin of incest. Paul’s advice was that he should be delivered to Satan “for the destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (1 Corinthians 5:5). The idea is that the Church should pray for some physical suffering to fall on that man so that, by the pain, he may be brought to his senses and repent. In the New Testament itself we have the terrible end of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:5, 10), and the blindness which fell upon Elymas because of his opposition to the gospel (Acts 13:11). It may well be that it was Paul’s prayer that these two men should be subjected to some painful trial that would be a punishment and a warning. Barclay sees this as all the more likely because it is Paul’s hope that they will be, not destroyed, but disciplined out of their evil ways. To him, as it ought to be to us, punishment was never mere vindictive vengeance but always remedial discipline, never meant simply to harm but always to cure.

Paul considered the teaching of Hymenaeus and Alexander to be blasphemy, which is the sin of defaming God’s character—a sin Paul knew well, having been guilty of it himself. Blasphemy is not merely profanity. The term covers all misguided interpretations of Christian truths. To reject the faith in favor of “myths and endless genealogies” (1:3) is to blaspheme what is sacred.
 Therefore, as a strong spiritual leader, Paul dealt with unrepentant sin and open rebellion forcefully, not only to protect the integrity of the church, but to allow the consequences of sin to discipline wayward believers. He undoubtedly expected Timothy to follow suit.

So what can we learn from these verses? Returning to the writing of A. W. Tozer from the beginning, we conclude that this world is a battleground, not a playground. When we choose to follow Christ, we enlist in His army. Life becomes an all-out war against the adversary of our souls.

No faithful Christian can avoid engaging the enemy, and the danger involved is real. This goes doubly for ministers and Christian leaders. They must stand in the gap and fend off attacks on the gospel message, because of the threat to the church and to its mission in the world. God’s people must take their place in the battle lines.

Paul encouraged Timothy to stay in the battle despite the apparent gains won by the enemy. Jesus already has assured us ultimate victory over evil; therefore, the only way for a minister—or any Christian—to lose is to quit the fight. Satan cannot destroy the souls of God’s redeemed, but if he can get them to lay down their arms and surrender to discouragement, he can continue to ravage the rest of the world unimpeded.

So, fight the good fight, taking on the whole armor of God as detailed in Ephesians 6, grounded in the unchanging truth of God’s Word and leaning on the power and guidance of the Holy Spirit as He works through our conscience. Be aware that not all attacks come from outside the church; sometimes Satan works through those within the ranks to draw some away and discourage others. 

The good news is that we already know who wins in the end. The ultimate goal is to still be standing firm in our faith until the end.
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