Letters to the Front Lines #20

“Fight and Flight”

1 Timothy 6:11-16

Most of us have heard of the “fight or flight” response in our bodies. Whenever we are threatened physically or psychologically, a chain of responses is set in motion to prepare us for what has been described as the “fight or flight” response.
 This triggers a cascade of stress hormones and nerve impulses that drive up blood pressure, heart rate, and oxygen intake—preparing the body for action.
 Physical stress turns into physical strength, endurance, and resilience when we do it at the right intervals and also activate our physical renewal response.

Some have added other options to this equation, making it “fight, fright, or flight” as possible responses to stress. When we are under stress, any stress, we are prepared to attack what is threatening us, run away from it, or just go into an extreme state of fear or panic. The system triggered by stress is called the “alarm system.” Its purpose is to alert us to any threat or challenge so that we can be better equipped to deal with it.
 This is an important subject dealing with physical, psychological, and spiritual health. 

But that is not the subject of my message tonight.

Instead, I want to take that phrase “fight or flight” and adapt it a bit as we take a look at 1 Timothy 6:11-16. In these verses Paul gives several commands to his protégé Timothy that can be categorized as “fight and flight.” There are times in our Christian lives when we need to do both.

While Paul issued these orders specifically for Timothy, the Holy Spirit intended them for all believers in all circumstances. These commands are for you and for me.

Flight from Greediness

I am reversing the order of the words, since verse 11 refers to a flight from greediness: “But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness.” When Paul mentions “flee from all this,” he is referring back to the previous paragraph where he warned against greed.

“But you” is the pronoun being used for emphasis and contrast. It is, “but as for you in distinction to others.”
 The Greek language uses word order as a means of emphasis. In this case, Paul marks a dramatic shift in tone by placing the personal pronoun “you” at the front of the sentence.

The apostle addresses Timothy as a man of God in striking contrast to the previous description of a man of material desire.
 The calling to serve God is a position of special honor. This title was given to Moses (Deuteronomy 33:1), David (Nehemiah 12:24), Elijah (1 Kings 17:18) and Elisha (2 Kings 4:7) in the Old Testament.

The first order Paul gives to Timothy is to flee from greediness—“flee from all this.” The Greek verb used here is pheugō, from which we derive the English word “fugitive,” someone who is fleeing from the law.
 It is in the present imperative commanding a continuous action. Timothy is to make it the habit of his life to be fleeing away from a fondness for money.

There are times when running away is a mark of cowardice. “Should a man like me run away?” asked Nehemiah (Neh 6:11). But there are other times when fleeing is a mark of wisdom and a means of victory. Joseph fled when he was tempted by Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39:12), and David fled when King Saul tried to kill him (1 Sam. 19:10).
 Flight as a spiritual strategy was crucial to Paul’s philosophy of ministry. Later in 2 Timothy 2:22 Paul recommends flight from sensuality: “Flee the evil desires of youth.”

Yet he does not stop with a negative command; positively he says, “pursue.” Both “flee” and “pursue” are present tense imperatives in Greek, requiring that action be taken repeatedly or habitually. The two are butted against one another in the original text, highlighting the contrasting direction of each.
 In a clever bit of wordplay, Paul chose a verb frequently used to describe the actions of someone pursuing a fleeing fugitive—contrasting the first verb depicting a fugitive. It carries the idea of becoming a dogged, relentless hunter.
 Furthermore, the tone of the verse is that of an emergency. Both flight and pursuit, however, require not only a conscious decision but also a sustained, lifelong effort; the emergency ends only with the appearance of Christ.

As John Stott writes, “Negatively, we are to ‘flee’ from evil, to take ‘constant evasive action’, to run from it as far as we can and as fast as we can. Positively, we are to go in hot pursuit of goodness.”
 The antithesis in the words flee and pursue is in the characteristic manner of Paul. It is repeated exactly in 2 Timothy 2:22, “Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace…”

In this passage Paul instructs Timothy to “pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness.” How do we understand these pursuits? 

These six virtues break neatly into three pairs.
 “Righteousness” means “personal integrity,” while “godliness” means “practical piety.” The first has to do with character; the second with conduct.
 “Faith” and “love” designate the essential virtues of the Christian life, and “perseverance” and “gentleness” picture the right response to opponents of the Gospel.

Now these must be pursued, because none of these come naturally. In fact, they all sound like the fruit of the Spirit listed in Galatians 5:22-23. So there must be a flight from greediness and toward the good.

Fight for Godliness

Then in verses 12-16 Paul instructs Timothy to fight for godliness:

Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called when you made your good confession in the presence of many witnesses. In the sight of God, who gives life to everything, and of Christ Jesus, who while testifying before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, I charge you to keep this command without spot or blame until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ, which God will bring about in his own time—God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and might forever. Amen.
Timothy’s duty will involve fight as well as flight, standing as well as running.
 Paul’s command, “fight,” uses the Greek term agōnizomai, from which we get our word “agony.”
 The language here is intense. The Greek literally means, “agonize the good agony,”
 or, “struggle the good struggle of the faith.”
 Like in the previous verse, the verb is present tense, imperative mode, commanding a continuous action. It showed Timothy the necessity for the continuous nature of the Christian’s fight against evil, and of his desperate effort to live a life pleasing to God.
 The verb means “keep on fighting!” Near the end of his own life Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 4:7, “I have fought a good fight.” 
 This “fight of the faith,” though, has nothing to do with any difficulty in believing. It refers to the difficulties that result from living for God in a secular and hostile world.

In both of Paul’s appeals the negative and the positive are set in opposition. Ethically, we are to flee evil and pursue goodness. Doctrinally, we are to avoid error and contend for the truth.

The end of verse 12 reads, “Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called when you made your good confession in the presence of many witnesses.” It may seem strange that a Christian leader of Timothy’s stature should need to be exhorted to “take hold of” eternal life. Had he not been a Christian for many years? Had he not therefore received eternal life long ago? Then why did Paul tell him to lay hold of what he already possessed? The probable answer is that it is possible to possess something without embracing and enjoying it. The Greek term epilambanomai means, “take hold of, grasp… sometimes with violence” and to “take hold of, in order to make one’s own.” The term “violence” is seen in Jesus catching Peter when he was beginning to sink, in the soldiers seizing Simon of Cyrene, in the crowd seizing Paul, and in the tribune arresting him. Just so, although Timothy had already received eternal life, Paul urged him to seize it, grasp it, lay hold of it, make it completely his own, enjoy it and live it to the full.
 So Paul is not writing about eternal salvation (for Timothy was already born again) but of the experiential knowledge of God through Christ. “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.” (John 17:3).

What does Paul mean by “the good confession”? Most commentators take this to refer to Timothy’s baptism, although some have seen an allusion to his ordination, but the close link with the quest for eternal life suits the former better than the latter.

In verses 13-14 the apostle writes, “I charge you to keep this command without spot or blame…” In Greek, the word translated “keep” also means “guard,” as in, “guard the commission.”
 This is part of the fight for godliness and, again, Paul uses strong language in his command.

How long must we “fight the good fight”? Until the appearance of our Lord Jesus Christ. Someday future, at a time declared perfect by the Father, the Son will return to earth. Not spiritually. Not metaphorically. Not in reincarnation. Not in dreams or visions. And not in the form of any other man or beast. He will return bodily, in person. When He does return, it will not be as the lowly lamb destined for sacrifice, but as the warring lion reclaiming His throne from evil. As the Son of God, Christ is the only man worthy to bear the title “King of kings” and “Lord of lords.”

The Greek word translated “appearing” in verse 14 gives us our English word “epiphany” meaning, “a glorious manifestation.” In Paul’s day, the word was used in the myths to describe the appearing of a god, especially to deliver someone from trouble. Paul used it of the first coming of Jesus Christ in 2 Timothy 1:10 and of His return in 2 Timothy 4:1, 8. We do not know when Christ will come again, but it will be “in His own time” (1 Timothy 6:15) and He knows the schedule. Our task is to be faithful every day and abide in Him.
 When God’s appointed time arrives, relief will come to the believer. A Christian’s earthly duties will cease.
 Until then, we are called to be faithful in fighting the good fight for the faith. Our job will not be complete until the Lord comes to complete it Himself.

The very mention of the glorious return of Christ and God’s sovereign act of closing the book of human history moves Paul to give voice to one of the most exalted doxologies in all of Scripture. Whether or not the phrases reflect “the devotional treasury of the Jewish synagogue” or perhaps an early Christian hymn, is of no great significance. What is important is to catch the apostle’s exalted vision of God as supreme Ruler of the entire created order, the source of all life, so awesome in splendor that no one can approach or even see Him.

The thought of this thrilled the apostle, which he expressed in a great closing hymn to God, who is, of course, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God is immortal; He cannot cease to be. He dwells in “light,” a literary prototype for truth. And no human has ever seen God, except in the person of Jesus Christ, who is God in human flesh.
 Keep in mind that Paul explained all these truths about God in order to encourage Timothy to “fight the good fight of faith” and not give up. We need not fear life because God is the Ruler of all; and we need not fear death because He shares immortality with us.

The contemporary church is in need of a view of God that stresses His greatness and transcendent power. Modern worship songs often bring Him down to our level of drab familiarity. He becomes the panacea for trivial ills, the support for our lackluster programs. We forget the awesome quality of His divine nature. To meditate on Paul’s great doxology is to realize again the greatness of God and the wonder of His eternal plan.

Paul had an exalted view of God. God alone is sovereign. He rules over all earthly kings and authorities. He possesses within Himself immortality. He is beyond the reach of death and decay. He stands outside the created order which is gradually running down. He lives in the midst of such splendor that the natural eye cannot see Him.
What is your view of God? In our churches do we treat God as God or have we come to think of Him in terms of a good-natured but relatively helpless friend? To what extent do our hymns portray God as less sovereign and powerful than He is? Is the love of God as popularly perceived in our churches more like sentimental benevolence than strong and courageous redemptive activity? J.B. Phillips wrote a book titled Your God Is Too Small. Is He?

So in the words of the classic hymn, 

Fight the good fight with all thy might!
Christ is thy strength and Christ thy right;
Lay hold on life and it shall be
Thy joy and crown eternally.
(William Boyd, 1864)
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