Fight for the Faith to the Finish #7

“Getting the Job Done”

2 Timothy 4:1-5

As we turn to 2 Timothy 4, we do not only come to the final chapter of a biblical book. This chapter contains some of the very last words spoken or written by the apostle Paul. They are certainly the last that have survived. He is writing within weeks, perhaps even within days, of his martyrdom.

A great person’s last words are significant. They reveal how a person views their own life as well as what they want to pass on to those who will survive them. We will see both in these lines, which include Paul’s last words to Timothy and to the church.
 In the first five verses of 2 Timothy 4, Paul spells out a ministry description for his protégé. To sum up these verses, I am calling this message, “Getting the Job Done,” or, if you’re more of a redneck, “Git er done.”

The Commission to Proclaim the Word

Paul begins in verses 1-2 with the commission to proclaim the Word:

In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction.
The verb Paul uses translated “charge” has legal connections and can mean to testify under oath in a court of law or to compel a witness to do so.
 Paul was calling Timothy to enter the supreme court of Heaven and to stand before the almighty Judge to receive a solemn charge. He could not have more forcefully called Timothy to attention.

In doing so, Paul reminds Timothy of three things concerning Jesus.

· Jesus is the Judge of all

· Jesus is the Conqueror 

· Jesus is King

Our work must be such that it will stand the scrutiny of Christ. Our lives must be such that they will welcome the appearance of the King. Our service must be such that it will demonstrate the reality of our citizenship of the Kingdom of God.

Paul named five specific commands associated with Timothy’s call to ministry: preach, be ready, reprove, rebuke, and exhort.
 All five verbs in this verse are in the aorist tense, adding a sense of urgency. They are unaccompanied by any connectives, the rapid-fire presentation contributing additional force to their urgency.
 These exhortations are as applicable to all Christian ministers as to Timothy.
 Yet its application does not stop there, for God’s plan is that all believers participate directly in the church’s ministry.

The first is “preach the Word.” The term kēryssō means “to announce” or “to proclaim.” An official representative of the king would announce the king’s message to the realm or to a specific person.
 It has the idea of public proclamation of an important message.
 By placing the command to “preach the Word” first, and then enlarging it in the following imperatives, Paul makes it the signature of Christian ministry.

Timothy is not merely to communicate a word, but it is the word—God’s Word—that is to be proclaimed. We have no liberty to invent our message, but only to communicate the Word God has spoken and has now committed to the church as a sacred trust.
 It is a pity that many churches have substituted other things for the preaching of the Word, things that may be good in their place, but that are bad when they replace the proclamation of the Word.

Now there is a subtle, yet profound, difference between teaching and preaching Scripture. Both explain the meanings of the words and phrases. Both draw timeless principles from the text and then apply them. But teaching and proclamation differ in their intent. The goal of teaching is Scripture knowledge, with suggestions for application. Preaching, however, seeks to compel hearers to act on what they have learned from Scripture. Teaching feeds the mind; preaching challenges the will.

The next phrase, “be prepared in season and out of season,” emphasizes that a pastor must stand ready at all times and in every circumstance. When it’s convenient, when it’s not convenient. When it’s early, or when it’s late. When the crowds are large, or when there are only a few. When affirmed and loved, or when being criticized. He is to be on the job, no matter what.
 He must take every opportunity to serve, whether the occasion seems opportune or not.
 This may seem obvious, but as Warren Wiersbe notes, “It is easy to make excuses when we ought to be making opportunities.”
 

The next three verbs—“correct, rebuke, and encourage”—can be taken together. I agree with John Stott who suggests these identify three approaches to preaching: intellectual, moral and emotional. For some people are tormented by doubts and need to be convinced by arguments. Others have fallen into sin, and need to be rebuked. Others again are haunted by fears, and need to be encouraged. God’s Word does all this and more.
 As Jude 22-23 puts it, “Be merciful to those who doubt; snatch others from the fire and save them; to others show mercy, mixed with fear—hating even the clothing stained by corrupted flesh.” To quote an old rule of preachers, “He should afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted.” If there is conviction but no remedy, we add to people’s burdens. And if we encourage those who ought to be rebuked, we are assisting them to sin. Biblical preaching must be balanced.
 
These commands must be done “with great patience and careful instruction.” The first denotes the manner and the second denotes the method Timothy must adopt.
 The pastor must have a long fuse, meaning he’s slow in seeking remedy for wrongs committed against him. That’s not to say he should become a doormat; he still must reprove and rebuke when he encounters wrong, even against himself. But he keeps himself above the fray, so that emotions don’t create a knee-jerk reaction or pull him into poor behavior.
 Furthermore, he must never resort to the use of human pressure techniques, or attempt to contrive a “decision.” Our responsibility is to be faithful in preaching the word; the results of the proclamation are the responsibility of the Holy Spirit, and we can afford to wait patiently for Him to work.
 The purpose of preaching is to allow the Word of God to accomplish its divinely intended purpose.

Such is Paul’s charge to Timothy. He is to preach the word, and as he announces the God-given message to be prepared in his approach, relevant in his application, patient in his manner and intelligent in his presentation.

The Complication of Popularity with the World

The reason why this is so urgent is seen in verses 3-4, outlining the complication of popularity with the world:

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.
First, they will surround themselves with people who tell them what they want to hear. These people reject preachers who proclaim the Bible as it was written and who interpret its words at face value. They will choose preachers instead who avoid the word “sin,” preferring pep-rally sermons that “give people a boost for the week” and “focus on the goodness of God.”
 These do not first listen and then decide whether what they have heard is true; they first decide what they want to hear and then select teachers who will oblige by toeing their line.

The measure of good preaching can never ultimately be people’s response to it—a higher standard is needed.
 The fact that a preacher has a large congregation is not always a sign that he is preaching the truth. In fact, it may be evidence that he is tickling people’s “itching ears” and giving them what they want to hear instead of what they need to hear.
 That is why the preacher must proclaim the Word in its historical setting and in the context of the whole Bible, making the appropriate Biblical connections and seeing all the ways it is a revelation of Jesus Christ.

Second, they’ll close their hearing to truth in favor of myths. Myths are stories that tell of supposedly ancient events in order to justify the universe as it exists and to rationalize certain behavior. The Bible, of course, doesn’t justify or rationalize sin; the Bible challenges us to rise to its standard of right and wrong.

By nature humans avoid the truth. They prefer deception to reality. The gospel is a light that illumines the dark corners of men’s lives. No wonder it is resisted. People turn from the truth and embrace myth. The unreal world of fiction and fable provides humanity with places to hide. Since it recognizes no final truth it makes no judgments. Without judgment folks are free to wander as they please. Only one problem exists—they are still accountable to a real God in a real world. By shutting one’s eyes the light is never put out.

This is nothing new. Jeremiah lamented, “The prophets prophesy lies … and my people love it this way” (Jer. 5:31). God later explained to Ezekiel, “Indeed, to them you are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them into practice” (Ezek. 33:32).

Anyone in ministry or thinking about ministry must decide whether he or she wants to be faithful or fashionable. Proclaiming the truth of God’s Word consistently may not result in “success” as the world defines it, but as 1 Corinthians 4:2 says, “Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.” 
The Challenge to Persevere in the Work

Finally Paul issues the challenge to Timothy to persevere in his work in verse 5: “But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry.” As previously, Paul contrasts the way Timothy ought to be with the way the world is. And he adds four more duties that must be fulfilled if Timothy is to be getting the job done.

First, Timothy is to “keep his head in all situations.” The word means to be sober or self-controlled. So often in human relations it is the unexpected that throws us off balance. Leadership calls for a level of maturity that can maintain composure under the most trying of times.
 Paul says, in so many words, “Stability must characterize the faithful pastor in an upside-down world. Steady as she goes. Stay balanced. Remain a model of self-control. Don’t attempt to compete with the ear ticklers. An insane world needs a steady voice.”

Paul used this verb only two other times. Both were made in the context of the eschatological hope of Christ’s return in 1 Thessalonians 5:6, 8). It was also a favorite word of Peter, found in 1 Peter 1:13; 4:7; 5:8. The present tense verb demands action that is continuous and habitual. It is the only one of the nine imperatives in this passage that is in the present tense.

Next, “endure hardship.” Paul has just written that those who want to live godly lives in union with Christ Jesus will be persecuted in 2 Timothy 3:12. On the other hand, in Luke 6:26 Jesus warned, “Woe to you when all men speak well of you.”
 Every pastor can expect to walk this same way of suffering. He will receive unfair criticism. He will be misunderstood. People will shut their ears to truth and chase after myths, and the faithful pastor will be characterized as foolish, dated, and irrelevant. But, just as Christ rose from the grave vindicated, so truth eventually will crush false doctrines and myths.

Third, “do the work of an evangelist.” The term “evangelist” occurs only two other times in the New Testament (Acts 21:8; Eph. 4:11) and denotes a person who brings good news. We often use the word to denote one who brings others to Christ. Yet in this case the term, used without an article, does not here designate a distinct office but rather characterizes him as one whose chief activity is the bringing of the good news of the Gospel of Christ. His ministry must be evangelistic in nature.

God has given people with the spiritual gift of evangelist to the church, but this does not absolve a pastor (or any other member of the church body) from soul-winning responsibility. Not every preacher has the same gifts, but every preacher can share the same burden and proclaim the same saving message.
 For those who may not have the gift of an evangelist, evangelism is “work.” It does not come naturally or easily, but is difficult and toilsome at times. Yet this is at the heart of the church’s mandate, and the pastor must lead the way by instruction and by example.

Finally Paul challenges Timothy to “discharge all the duties of your ministry.” Timothy is to fulfill his ministry. The same verb is used when Paul and Barnabas had completed the relief work in Jerusalem. “They had fulfilled their mission,” Luke writes in Acts 12:25. Just so Timothy must persevere until his task is accomplished.

As The Living Bible has it, “Leave nothing undone that you ought to do.” Timothy is to carry out his ministry to the full. No one or no responsibility is to be neglected. Leadership demands complete dedication to the task.

Paul knows that his time is short. He will not be around much longer to continue his ministry. So he urges Timothy to carry on the work after he is gone. The commission to proclaim the Word is vital to any ministry, and it must be done clearly and correctly, for the complication of popularity with the world is always tempting for the shepherds of God’s flock. As Stott notes, “The harder the times and the deafer the people, the clearer and more persuasive our proclamation must be.”
 Instead of falling for that trap, Paul challenges Timothy to persevere in his work—“git er done”—despite opposition and even persecution. Don’t judge your success by the results, for God is looking for faithfulness, not popularity.
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