Fight for the Faith to the Finish #1

“No Time to be Timid”

2 Timothy 1:1-7

The New Testament contains thirteen letters written by the apostle Paul. Some are longer while others are shorter; some address churches while others were written to individuals; some he wrote to people he barely knew while others were written to close colleagues.

The order of Paul’s letters in the New Testament is not chronological; rather, they are arranged first by whether written to a church or an individual, and second by length. Thus Romans through 2 Thessalonians addressed congregations while 1 Timothy through Philemon were directed to individuals. The first of Paul’s letters chronologically was Galatians; the last letter he wrote we know as 2 Timothy.
 Tonight we begin to examine this final letter of the great apostle as he bids his closest associate farewell.

This second letter to Timothy was written from prison. Paul had written from captivity before, but never like this. He was no longer writing from the relative comfort of the Roman procurator’s palace, as in Caesarea in Acts 23:35 and 24:27, or from rented quarters under house arrest as in Acts 28:30–31, but from a cold, dark, foul-smelling, overcrowded dungeon cell. Many think, as tradition suggests, it was the Mammertine prison in Rome. If so, it was a dismal underground chamber with a single hole in the ceiling for light and air. Paul had already had a court hearing (which he alludes to in 2 Tim. 4:16–18), and he expects that he will soon be executed (2 Tim. 4:6–8).
 Fortunately, Paul had Dr. Luke tending to his health and supplying him with pen and parchment. As the apostle awaited his final trial, he thought of his closest companion and began to write.

Paul had probably been arrested at Troas on his way back from Macedonia to Ephesus (2 Tim. 4:13). And this time the regime is harsher than the earlier house arrest. He claims in 2 Timothy 2:9, “I suffer and am even chained like a criminal.” Things were bad in 1 Timothy, but now they’re worse. Even those who were loyal to him have abandoned him.
 Chapter four indicates that Luke was the only one with him. Demas had abandoned him “because he loved this world” (2 Tim. 4:10). Crescens had gone to Galatia or, as some translate it, to Gallia (Gaul), and Titus was off to Dalmatia (4:10-11). At the same time, things had deteriorated in Ephesus where Timothy was pastoring.

Cold and alone, Paul would conclude this letter by requesting that Timothy come quickly and that he bring John Mark and a warm cloak and the apostle’s parchments. It is not known whether Timothy and Mark reached Paul before his execution.

Though 1 and 2 Timothy were written by and to the same individuals, the purpose of each letter is unique. First Timothy is almost wholly devoted to opposing the false teachers in Ephesus and to organizing the church to that end. In Second Timothy…the greater interest is in Timothy’s own spiritual condition, which needs attention.
 It has been called “the last will and testament” of the greatest missionary-theologian of early Christianity.
 As such, Paul bequeaths to Timothy a ministry, his own. His protégé is now to summon up courage and commitment to complete the task, and Paul attempts this encouragement from several important angles. Second Timothy is intensely personal, more so than 1 Timothy, even though some of the subject matter overlaps.

And so we begin a study in 2 Timothy, the last letter written by Paul. I am calling the series “Fight for the Faith to the Finish,” while tonight’s message is entitled, “No Time to be Timid.”

A Friendly Recognition

Paul begins with a friendly recognition in verses 1-2, 

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, according to the promise of life that is in Christ Jesus, to Timothy, my dear son: Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord.
Paul often opened his letters referring to his apostleship to establish his authority in the face of opposition or internal division. Yet Timothy wouldn’t need authentication of Paul. This formal opening, although in line with ancient practice, seems rather stiff when addressed to Paul’s closest associate.
 It is possible that Paul cites his apostleship here not to enforce his authority, but to commission Timothy with apostolic authority to move forward with the ministry of the Gospel in his absence.

As formally as he introduces himself, Paul addresses Timothy in a friendly way, affectionately calling him (literally) “my beloved child.” Although Timothy was not Paul’s biological son, the apostle had adopted him as his spiritual son.
Also in line with ancient letter writing, Paul opens with a blessing in verse 2. Paul’s threefold greeting, “Grace, mercy and peace,” appears nowhere else in his letters except his salutation in 1 Timothy 1:2. Given his circumstances, he might have stated, “Doom, despair, and agony on me!” But rather than pity himself, he blessed his more fortunate protégé. When you’re called by the will of God, your message is not about self. The gospel message is about grace, God’s gift to the worthless. It’s about mercy, God’s ministry to the helpless. It’s about peace, God’s love for the restless.

A Fond Remembrance 

Paul then moves on to a fond remembrance in verses 3-5,

I thank God, whom I serve, as my forefathers did, with a clear conscience, as night and day I constantly remember you in my prayers. Recalling your tears, I long to see you, so that I may be filled with joy. 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.
These words are also very personal as Paul assures Timothy that he constantly remembers him. “I remember you constantly in my prayers,” he says (3). “I remember your tears” (4). “I am reminded of your sincere faith” (5). And whenever I remember you, Timothy, “I thank God” (3).
 The present tense “thank” points to this gratitude toward God as a continual possession.

Verse 4 begins, “Recalling your tears…” This phrase contributes to a commonly held view of Timothy as being timid, a bit of a wimp. I will return to this thought later in this message, but I don’t think that was Paul’s intention here. We are not able to place precisely the time or circumstances of such a tearful parting. Acts 20:37 tells us that when Paul said farewell to the Ephesian elders at Miletus, the whole company shed tears. But that event had taken place years before. Therefore, Timothy’s “tears” here refers to something more recent.
 Perhaps this refers to Timothy’s tears when Paul left for Macedonia, as recorded in 1 Timothy 1:3.
 Or it may have been tears of frustration and fear caused by the problems created by the opponents in Ephesus.
 Whatever the cause for the tears, Paul’s reaction was, “I long to see you,” are reminiscent of the strong yearning found in Romans 1:11; 1 Thessalonians 3:6 and Philippians 1:8, where the same Greek verb (epipotheō) is used.
 Paul believed such a reunion would be a source of joy.

Then Paul remembers Timothy’s “sincere faith.” This adjective refers to that which is without hypocrisy: genuine, authentic, and without pretense. Such faith is never simply on display. It functions from internal—not external—motivations.

This faith came through Timothy’s mother and grandmother. (Today we might say, “He came by it honestly.”) Back in Acts 16, we read that while ministering in Lystra, Paul met a believer named Timothy. His mother was a Jewish Christian, and his father was Greek. Thus, Timothy was the son of what might be called an interracial marriage.

This has led many commentators to conclude that Eunice had not practiced the orthodox Jewish faith at the time of her marriage.
 Yet how much control did she have regarding whom she married? This probably indicates that Eunice’s father was not practicing an orthodox Jewish faith when he gave her daughter in marriage to a Gentile.

At any rate, I agree with John Stott’s conclusion, “Today anyone who has been born and bred in a Christian home has received from God a blessing beyond price.”

Yet it wasn’t just Lois and Eunice’s faith that are highlighted here; Paul writes of Timothy himself, “I have been reminded of your sincere faith.” Paul had traveled with Timothy, he had observed his life up close, and he had found the younger man’s faith to be genuine. What a compliment! How often we lose respect for someone the more we get to know him or her. But Paul—who had traveled widely and had encountered some great men and women—affirmed Timothy’s authenticity publicly by way of this letter, which he expected to have read before the congregation.
 Again, this becomes important later.

As one commentator writes, “O that our faith might be so authentic (‘the sincere faith’) and personal (‘within you’) that it might be utterly convincing to all who encounter us (‘I am sure that it is in you as well’)!”

A Firm Reminder

This brings us to a firm reminder in verses 6-7,

For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands. For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline.

The opening words For this reason (an unusual Greek expression for Paul), connects with the apostle’s assurance regarding Timothy’s faith. Because of this, Timothy is first encouraged by being reminded of God’s commission to him. For his heavy responsibilities he needs no new gift but a rekindling of that already received.

I don’t think it is coincidental that Paul uses the verb “remind” in verse 6. This is the fourth such word along this theme—“remember,” (3); “recall,” (4); “reminded” (5)—all from the same root.
 He’s saying, “I’ve been reminded…now I’m reminding you.”
The Greek verb translated “fan into flame,” which occurs nowhere else in the New Testament, pictures a man placing dry tinder on a glowing coal and then blowing on it to create a flame. This was common in every household in the first century.
 This does not mean that Timothy was backslidden or lacked spiritual fire. Rather, Paul was encouraging his associate to keep the fire burning brightly so that it might generate spiritual power in his life.
 I am reminded of Leviticus 6:13, where the priests are told, “The fire must be kept burning on the altar continuously; it must not go out.” What they had to do literally we must do spiritually. Timothy could not be passive about his spiritual gift and neither can we. God intends that we develop—keep fresh and vibrant—the gifts he provides for the benefit of others. This takes effort and attention. We must be proactive. We will be held accountable for failure to do so.

What does Paul mean by “the gift of God”? Many conclude he refers to some spiritual gift or gifts, perhaps the ability and the privilege of preaching and teaching. Timothy had received the ability to carry out the duties of ministry, which Paul and the elders in Lystra affirmed in his ordination.

But maybe it’s more than that. The Holy Spirit Himself is the gift. We often speak of a spiritual gift as the ability to “do” something, treating it almost as an objective thing we possess. It seems more in keeping with the teaching of Scripture to see the Spirit as the gift and the newly imparted ability as simply the way the Spirit expresses Himself through the individual. A spiritual gift is simply the Holy Spirit being Himself uniquely through an individual believer. All believers receive the Holy Spirit—that is abundantly clear in Romans 8:9 and Titus 3:5—though the Spirit sovereignly chooses the manner in which He works through the individual.
This gift, Paul says to Timothy, “is in you.” The arena of operation for the Holy Spirit’s work was “in” Timothy. We often speak of “having” a spiritual gift, as if it is our possession. Here, however, it is almost pictured as the gift “having” Timothy—a apt designation since the gift is ultimately the Holy Spirit. The Christian life and ministry are not about presentation or show, but about substance.

Then we get to verse 7, one of the better known verses of this letter: “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline.” Paul moves from the negative to the positive, so we will consider the negative first.

The word “timidity” actually means “cowardice.” In Mark 4:40 Jesus says to His terrified disciples, “Why are you such cowards?” (neb), a different form of the same Greek word.

Life under the control of the Spirit is not characterized by “timidity.” The word is a strong one, never used in a good sense. The rendering “timidity” is considered to be too weak. It points to cowardice and the abandonment of responsibilities due to fear. 

Does this mean Timothy was a naturally fearful individual? The overwhelming majority of scholars seem to think so! Consider this sampling of characterizations:

· “We might be timid—as Timothy apparently was…”

· “It appears that Timothy was a bit retiring and somewhat timid.”

· “Timothy was timid, suffered from physical ailments, and was tempted to let other people take advantage of him and not assert his authority as a pastor.”

· “‘timid Timothy’…appears to have been a very shy and sensitive creature, to whom responsibility was an onerous burden.”

· “Timothy was timid by nature. He was naturally shy—what today we would call an introvert.”

The commonest word for Timothy’s character in books about Paul or the New Testament is “timid.” The two words are related, and not just because they both begin with the same three letters. “Timothy” comes from the Greek for fearing God, the right sort of fear. “Timid” comes from the Latin for a fearful disposition, fearing not just God but anything and everything. But this has been repeated so often that people take it for granted and exaggerate it in their portraits of Timothy. In Epistles to the Apostle, Colin Morris has suggested what some of the letters written to Paul were like. This is the report he puts into the mouth of Timothy, which in his view Paul was answering in 2 Timothy:

Dearest Father in God,

I was frankly terrified when you put me in charge of the Christian community here in Ephesus. I started badly and things have got steadily worse. I’ll never make a preacher; never! No matter how carefully I prepare my sermons, the moment I see all those faces staring up at me, my legs turn to water and I stammer and stutter, losing my place in the manuscript and repeating myself over and over again. I’m afraid I’m not much credit to you…there are times when I am silent in the face of evil. It’s not that I am afraid. I just can’t think of anything to say until it is too late, so I’m scorned as either a fool or a coward. There is the usual bickering and quarrelling in the congregation that we experienced so often when I was travelling with you. But whereas you have the authority to rebuke and reprove, I just flounder, and I’m sure the followers of the Goddess, Diana, who are everywhere in this city, must think the Ambassador of King Jesus is a wooden donkey!

Yours abysmally, Timothy.

Perhaps he was a bit timid, but his reputation as such has been overstated. If Timothy was that cowardly, what had Paul seen in him? As one author writes, “He was obviously not a complete jellyfish; he didn’t turn tail for home as Mark had.”  Further, not only did Paul love Timothy—he believed in him. And he thanked God for Timothy!
 Doesn’t sound like a timid wimp to me. I don’t think Paul was not accusing Timothy of such cowardice, but was fortifying him against its very real possibility…for any of us.

Instead of cowardice, Paul describes the qualities produced by the Holy Spirit in the man or woman who yields to His control:

· Dynamis, “power,” the supernatural ability to do the will of God

· Agapē, “love,” the distinctly Christian brand of love that begins with a decision, behaves unselfishly, seeks the highest, greatest good of another, and flows with deeply felt godly emotion

· Sōphronismos, “discipline,” a rational, reasonable, sound-minded manner of thinking and behaving that reflects the orderly mind of God; seeing the world from His perspective.

Timothy was in need of recalling and appropriating all that the Holy Spirit makes available to believers. The human part in this involves the decision to submit to the Spirit, to live in reliance on his power (Gal 5:16, 18, 25). Circumstances often succeed at diverting the Christian’s attention from this truth. We would do well, like Timothy, to recall it daily.

This is no time to be timid. The ministry of the Gospel is no place for a “timid soul” who lacks enthusiasm. In fact, courageous enthusiasm is essential for success in any kind of work.
 The marvelous fact is, the Timothys of this world make perfect receptacles for the Spirit’s power when they turn to him. As Oswald Chambers wrote:

God can achieve his purpose either through the absence of human power and resources, or the abandonment of reliance on them. All through history God has chosen and used nobodies, because their unusual dependence on him made possible the unique display of his power and grace. He chose and used somebodies only when they renounced dependence on their natural abilities and resources.

Feeling weak, timid, inadequate even though you want to serve God? Feeling like Timothy? If so, you are an inviting prospect for the Holy Spirit. And if you call upon him, he will fill you with “power, love, and self discipline.”
 We will have all we need…and more!
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