Fight for the Faith to the Finish #8

“Approaching the Finish Line”

2 Timothy 4:6-8

Short sprints, relay races, and marathons all have something in common: a finish line. Regardless of the length, each has an ending point. And the goal of all runners is to cross that finish line in the best time possible. 

Life has been compared to a race and for most it resembles a marathon more than a sprint. Endurance is required more than speed and, except for a select few, simply crossing the finish line is considered a victory, regardless of where the runner places compared to others.

When people know the end of their earthly journey is at hand, they tend to glance backward just before passing into eternity. Some feel satisfied by what they see; others cringe with regret. Still others, having forsaken God, groan feeling God-forsaken.
That could have been Paul. He had every reason to feel resentful. He had been the target of abuse for years. He had endured dozens of betrayals, undoubtedly mourning the sorrow of each one. He had borne the brunt of false accusations from every stripe of charlatan and heretic in the first century. He had endured danger, imprisonment, flogging, and even stoning for the sake of the gospel. So, by the time of this letter, he looked much older than he should have, stooped and scarred, probably aching in every once-broken bone. It would not have been unreasonable for him to expect a comfortable retirement as a reward for such dedicated service to the Lord and His church. Instead, he wrote from his deathbed—such as it was: It couldn’t have been more than a place on the floor of a dungeon, cleared of debris. He had no money, few provisions, inadequate clothing, and enduring loneliness. And yet, his last words betray no hint of bitterness or resentment or regret. In place of all that his indomitable spirit emerged.

We see this in 2 Timothy 4:6-8, verses that “constitute one of the grandest testimonies in all ages to Christian victory in the face of impending death,” according to one commentator.
 Paul is approaching the finish line of life and gives a succinct appraisal of where he is, where he’s been, and where he’s going.
Paul’s Awareness of His Mortality

Paul’s awareness of his mortality is evident in verse 6, “For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure.” He uses the present tense verb; he senses death so near as having already begun.
 Throughout his writings Paul acknowledges that death is always a possibility—he writes in 2 Corinthians 4:11, “For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake.” Now death is not only a reality, it is imminent.

He uses the imagery of a “drink offering” being poured out to describe his death. This was part of the sacrificial system in the Old Testament, still being practiced at the time Paul wrote this letter. Usually wine, it was poured out as the final act of the sacrifice (Num. 15:4, 5, 7, 10, 24) or continual burnt offering (Num. 28:7–8). It was a regular part of worship on all Sabbaths (Num. 28:9–10) and feasts (Num. 28:14–31; 29:6–39).
 Paul may also have been drawing upon the Hebrew poetic expression “poured out” (Job 30:16; Psa. 22:14), in which a person is emptied of strength to the point of death. To be “poured out” is to be drained of one’s life energy.
 In Philippians 2:17 he wrote, “But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you.” He did not think of himself as going to be executed; he thought of himself as offering his life to God. Ever since his conversion, he had offered everything to God—his time, his energy, the devotion of his mind, heart, and body. Only life itself was left to offer, and gladly he was going to lay it down.
 In Romans 12:1 he urged his readers to offer their bodies as living sacrifices to God as an act of spiritual worship. Death is the believer’s last act of faith and greatest act of worship.

His second figure of speech depicts a journey, speaking of his death as “my departure.” This Greek noun is used nowhere else in the New Testament, but the verb is used by Paul in the same sense in Philippians 1:21-24,

For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.

Originally this was a nautical term. Sailors used this word when they untied their ship from its moorings in order to launch the vessel. Paul’s death released him from his earthly moorings to make the voyage to the realm of his heavenly Father.

By calling death a “departure”, Paul indicated the certainty that his life would not end at physical death and that he had no fear of it. C. S. Lewis had it right in The Last Battle (the final volume of The Chronicles of Narnia) where it is explained to the children at the end of their earthly lives that, “they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story which no one on earth has read: which goes on for ever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.”
 No wonder Paul wrote to the Philippians, “To live is Christ; to die is gain!”
Paul’s Assessment of His Ministry

In verse 7 the apostle moves from the present to the past as we read Paul’s assessment of his ministry: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” He glanced back to see a fight having been fought, a course having been run, and the faith having been maintained. Interestingly, he shifted the normal word order in Greek to emphasize the object of each verb. He writes literally, “The good fight I have fought, the course I have finished, the faith I have kept.” The effect is to focus the reader’s attention on the calling that Paul faithfully fulfilled, not on he himself.

Throughout his letters a dominant image for Paul is the Christian life and ministry as athletic competition. His readers were very familiar with the Olympic-type games and the high degree of training, endurance and discipline, let alone skill, that were required of the victor. So it is not surprising that Paul reflects on the course of his life in this way.
 The three perfect tenses convey a sense of finality; for Paul this is the end. In 1 Timothy 6:12 the apostle had appealed to Timothy to “fight the good fight of the faith,” and now he declares his own fight is over.

“I have fought the good fight.” The word he uses for fight is agōn, which is the word for a contest in the arena. When an athlete can really say that he has done his best, then, win or lose, there is a deep satisfaction in his heart. There is no satisfaction in all the world like knowing that we have done our best.
 The words describe not just the outward engagement of such a fight, but also the inward turmoil inherent in such conflict. Our words “agonize” and “agony” are derived from this Greek verb and noun.

“I have finished the race.” This declaration uses a word that combines the ideas of purpose and completion.
 The verb is the same one the Lord Jesus used when, with His final breaths, He said, “It is finished” in John 19:30. In both places the tense if perfect, pointing to a state of utter completion.
 It is easy to begin but hard to finish. The one thing necessary for life is staying power, and that is what so many people lack.
 It is significant that Paul does not claim to have won the race but is content to have finished.

Several years previously, speaking to the elders of the very Ephesian church over which Timothy was now presiding, Paul had expressed his ambition to do just this: “However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God's grace” (Acts 20:24). Now he is able to say that he has done so.
 
Hebrews 12:1 notes that each believer has a course marked out for him or her: “and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.” The course for each of us is unique. You do not have to run my course, and I do not have to run yours.
The glory is that each of us can finish the race “marked out for us” because the course laid out for us by our sovereign, omniscient God is perfect for us. Those with a few years left and those who are just beginning can all finish the course with distinction. There is no way you will not be able to complete yours, unless you willfully run your own race rather than God’s.

“I have kept the faith.” This can mean Paul is affirming his faithfulness: “I have safely preserved, as a guardian or steward, the gospel treasure committed to my trust.”
 This would certainly align with his oft-repeated command to Timothy to “guard the Gospel” entrusted to him. 

But there is another possibility. On the day before the Olympic games all the competitors met and took a solemn oath before the gods that they had done not less than ten months training and that they would not resort to any trickery to win. So Paul may be saying: “I have kept the rules: I have played the game.” It would be a great thing to die knowing that we had never transgressed the rules of honor in the race of life.

Either way, it is heartening to be able to look back and have no regrets. Paul was not always popular, nor was he considered successful (by the world’s standards, anyway); but he remained faithful. That is what really counted.
 That is what we are called to be.
Paul’s Anticipation of His Reward

Finally we see Paul’s anticipation of his reward in verse 8, “Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.” Having reviewed his present circumstances in verse 6 and his past ministry in verse 7, all that remains is to consider what he confidently hopes for “in the future.”

What was the reward he expected to receive? He returns to athletic imagery to explain. The crown he envisions is the laurel wreath awarded to the victor. (Think of a gold medal in today’s terms.) The Greek word for “crown” is stephanos—the victor’s crown; we get our name Stephen from this word. (The kingly crown is diadema, from which we get “diadem.” This is the crown Jesus will wear when He returns to earth as King of kings and Lord of lords.) However, Paul would not be given a fading crown of leaves; his would be a crown that would never fade.

He further describes it as the crown of righteousness. This has been taken by some to mean a reward for an upright life. Probably, however, Paul means the righteousness that God bestows (on the basis of faith), envisaged here as the reward for faithfulness to Christ.
 As Gordon Fee aptly remarks, “One receives the final crown of righteousness precisely because one has already received the righteousness of Christ.”
 God never allows faithfulness to go unrewarded.

Revelation 4:10–11 projects a beautiful image of believers—twenty-four elders—in heaven casting their crowns before the One who awarded them. As we all join this magnificent act of worship, we will be face down on a brilliantly shining, mirror-like street, where we’ll see ourselves for the first time as God sees us.

There may be an implied contrast between “the Lord, the righteous Judge” and the wrong judgments of the emperor Nero under whose perverted sense of justice the apostle is at the moment suffering. The idea, may, on the other hand, contrast with the not always impartial decisions of the Olympic judges.
 

“Those who have longed for his appearing” probably describes all those who loved the Lord, for all the early Christians had an intense longing for Christ’s complete triumph. The niv does not bring out the true force of the verb here. rsv and av translate as “loved” and this is to be preferred. As the perfect tense suggests, they have loved his appearing in the past and will continue to do so to the moment of receiving the reward.

Having acknowledged his present circumstances and having glanced over his shoulder with satisfaction at the sum total of his life, Paul gave a longing look toward his future. And he saw vindication. I choose that word carefully, but it might lead to some misunderstanding; so let me first explain what vindication is not. Vindication is not an opportunity to gloat over those who wronged us. Vindication is not the ability to say, “I was right while all my critics were wrong.” Vindication is not the right to judge others after being misjudged. All of those are self-interested concerns that lie in the past. Vindication looks forward. Vindication is to be free from allegations or blame, to be justified, to be declared righteous, to receive what has been promised. Vindication is the ultimate reward of faithful running. It says, “Your dedication, despite criticism, has proven to be worthwhile.”
 Endurance, perseverance and faithfulness make perfect sense in the light of Christ’s future appearance. Paul’s life bore these marks, and his reward is sure. All who follow him may be assured of the same reward.

I once heard a story about a journalist who was in charge of the obituaries. One morning when he had no death to record he idly put a sheet of blank paper in his typewriter and wrote his name at the top. He then found himself writing his own obituary:

· I have been a good husband and a fine father. 

· I have contributed to a number of worthy causes. 

· I have left a reputation of absolute integrity. 

· My friends are many.
By the time he had finished the page he had already committed himself to the task of living up to his own obituary.

What would you like to have said about you at the end of your life? What can you do now to ensure that those things can be accurately said when the time comes?
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