Fight for the Faith to the Finish #9

“Friends and Foes”

2 Timothy 4:9-22

The “loneliest job in the world” is a reference to the presidency of the United States, a supremely lonely and isolating job because of the enormous responsibility that it entails.
William Howard Taft, upon handing over power to Woodrow Wilson, warned the newly-elected president that the job would leave him feeling isolated. Said Taft, referring to the White House, “This is the loneliest place in the world.”

The warning, apparently, didn’t quite hit home; Wilson said later that he had been taken by surprise by the feeling of aloneness. Wilson went on to write: “I never dreamed such loneliness and desolation of heart possible.”

Anyone rising to that office is bound to make plenty of enemies along the way. Yet, as President Warren G. Harding discovered, enemies are not always the main problem. He is quoted to have said (and I paraphrase), “I have no trouble with my enemies. I can take care of my enemies in a fight. But my friends…they’re the ones who keep me walking the floor at nights.”

Ministry can also be a lonely place. Many ministers are taught not to make friends among their congregations, and since the vast majority of their time is spent with the church, they are often friendless. Evangelists and missionaries who move often may not be able to establish meaningful relationships. We may claim, “I don’t need anybody but Jesus” yet this is not so. A deepening faith does not deny the need for human relationship, but deepens it as well.

At the end of his life, Paul suffered loneliness in the dark of his cell. He had always kept the company of students and colleagues on his journeys. Now, either duty or dereliction took nearly every familiar voice and kind face far from Rome. Only Luke dared to risk imprisonment and persecution to supply Paul’s needs and tend to his medical difficulties. The lonely leader closed his letter with a touching plea that reminds us that the heroic apostle was, after all, just a man: “Come before winter.”
Soon, autumn’s chill would begin to aggravate Paul’s old wounds. In the meantime, down in the dark solitude of a foul-smelling dungeon shared with other doomed men, memories crowded the weary minister’s mind—some painful, some pleasant. As Paul neared the end of his final letter, he recalled friends and foes.
 

Turn with me to 2 Timothy 4:9-22.
The Help of Paul’s Friends

The first principle we see in this passage is the help of Paul’s friends. He begins in verses 9-13,

Do your best to come to me quickly, for Demas, because he loved this world, has deserted me and has gone to Thessalonica. Crescens has gone to Galatia, and Titus to Dalmatia. Only Luke is with me. Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry. I sent Tychicus to Ephesus. When you come, bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, and my scrolls, especially the parchments.
Verse 9 can be translated as, “Hurry and get here!”
 The imperative is thrust forward in the sentence to emphasize its critical importance: “Make every effort.” The aorist imperative demands that action be taken without delay.
 Paul obviously didn’t know how much longer he had to live. His trial could have come at any time, after which he would have only a couple of days before execution.
 Tychicus would take Timothy’s place in Ephesus, according to verse 12.

This journey was demanding, to say the least. It would take Timothy four to six months over land and sea—mostly land—by way of Troas, Philippi, the great Egnatian road to Dyrrachium, and then across to Brundisium and on to Rome. Paul was counting on the slow, grinding pace of Roman justice to allow Timothy to beat the apostle’s appointment with death. The journey would have to be made as quickly as possible.
 We will see another reason why Paul is so insistent later in the text.
Paul mentions seven people in this paragraph and nine more later on. It is nice to see how many people are named in the closing part of this last letter Paul wrote. There are at least 100 different men and women named in Acts and Paul’s letters as a part of his circle of friends and fellow workers. Paul couldn’t do the job by himself. It is a great man who enlists others to get the job done, who lets them share in the greatness of the work.

The first three names—Demas, Crescens, and Titus—are mentioned because they were not with Paul at the time of writing. Demas (whom we will address later) had truly abandoned Paul, while the other two were away on ministry assignments. Crescens, about whom we know almost nothing, appears nowhere else in Scripture. That he is mentioned with four other notable men suggests Paul thought highly of him. It is likely Paul sent him to Galatia sometime between his first and second imprisonments.
 Titus, a better-known associate of Paul, had similarly departed for Dalmatia, across the Adriatic Sea from Italy and north of Macedonia (on the west coast of modern Croatia).

Luke is mentioned as the only man to have remained by his side. It is a touching testimony to the unflinching loyalty of the apostle’s companion and “beloved physician” as he is called in Colossians 4:14.
 Because prisons provided only the most meager provisions, prisoners depended upon family and friends to bring food, water, clothing, and medical supplies. By this time, Luke had probably written his Gospel. Acts, his chronicle of the earliest days of the church, concluded with Paul’s first Roman imprisonment. He knew of Paul’s many injuries and had, no doubt, witnessed many of them personally. He was invaluable to the apostle.

We may be surprised to see the name of Mark here, especially in the positive light Paul casts him. John Mark was a cousin of Barnabas, Paul’s first partner in missionary service. His mother was a noted Christian in Jerusalem. Unfortunately, he failed on that first missionary journey, returning home when the going got tough. Paul refused to take Mark on the second trip, and this led to a falling-out between Paul and Barnabas. However, Paul now admitted that Mark was a valuable worker; and he wanted Mark with him in Rome. How good it is to know that one failure in Christian service need not make one’s whole life a failure.
 We truly serve a God of second chances! Since Timothy is asked to “Get Mark and bring him with you.” this suggests that Mark was somewhere along Timothy’s route.

Tychicus was a native of Asia Minor and a companion of Paul on his last journey to Jerusalem in Acts 20:4. He was the bearer of the letters to Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon, and it is possible that he took this letter to Timothy.
 He is being sent to Ephesus to replace Timothy during the time the latter is in Rome with Paul.
 Previously Tychicus was sent to relieve Titus on Crete, allowing Titus to join Paul in Nicopolis (Titus 3:12). As Warren Wiersbe writes, “A relief pitcher may not get all the glory, but he may help win the game!”

Later Paul mentions more friends in verses 19-21, “Greet Priscilla and Aquila and the household of Onesiphorus. Erastus stayed in Corinth, and I left Trophimus sick in Miletus. Do your best to get here before winter. Eubulus greets you, and so do Pudens, Linus, Claudia and all the brothers.”
Priscilla and Aquila was a husband and wife team who initially met Paul in Corinth soon after Emperor Claudius had expelled Jews from Rome (Acts 18:1–3). They became close friends, sharing the craft of tentmaking and the conviction of the gospel. When Paul left Corinth for Ephesus, the couple followed (Acts 18:18) and eventually settled there permanently. Paul also addressed the household of Onesiphorus. By now, the man himself probably had died or was lost somewhere in the Roman persecution.

Erastus, he says, remained at Corinth. This is probably the Erastus described as Corinth’s “city manager” in Romans 16:23 and whom Paul sent with Timothy into Macedonia in Acts 19:22.
 His name has been discovered archaeologically. A plaza near the theater at Corinth is paved with limestone blocks, one of which is inscribed, in translated Latin: “Erastus, during his aedileship, laid this pavement at his own expense.” The Latin aedile is easily the equivalent of the Greek oikonomos, the “administrator” or “manager” of the city.

Trophimus, originally from Ephesus, had been a part of Paul’s ministry team and apparently traveled with the apostle after his release from prison. Paul told Timothy he had been forced to leave Trophimus in the care of friends in Miletus, a city just forty miles south of Ephesus.
 This shows that Paul was not able to heal anyone he wished.
In these final verses of the letter the apostle also mentions some Christians in Rome, who send their greetings to Timothy. He gives the names of three men—Eubulus, Pudens and Linus—and of one lady, Claudia, and then mentions “all the brethren.” It seems likely, since Paul knows some of their names and can send greetings from them to Timothy, that they have visited him in prison.
 It has been conjectured that Claudia was perhaps the wife of Pudens and mother of Linus. This Linus may have been the one who according to church history later became bishop of Rome.
 Though they are unknown to us, they are certainly not unknown to the Lord.

In verse 21 Paul urged Timothy to “come before winter.” Why? Timothy was to ensure that he left soon enough to cross the Adriatic Sea before winter (November to March) closed it to travel. There was also the matter of getting Paul’s winter cloak to him in time to be of use. This denotes a late spring/early summer time of writing, and this seems reasonable.

The Harm of Paul’s Foes

The second principle in these verses is the harm of Paul’s foes. Going back to verse 10, “…for Demas, because he loved this world, has deserted me and has gone to Thessalonica.” The name Demas appears only two other places in the New Testament, and then only in passing. Demas sent greetings along with Luke at the end of Paul’s letters to the Colossians (Col. 4:14) and to Philemon (Phm. 24). It is possible that Demas was from Thessalonica since he is mentioned in Philemon 24 next to Aristarchus who was from that city. This may explain why he had left Paul and “gone to Thessalonica”; he was running for home.
 Paul considered the man a “fellow worker,” a high compliment from the apostle. But something happened inside Demas. He once followed Christ earnestly, or Paul never would have invited him to join his entourage. He once demonstrated courage and determination, for traveling with Paul would have demanded nothing less.
No more. Demas abandoned Paul for what the apostle termed a “[love for] this present world,” which was no insignificant condemnation. He used the distinctly Christian verb agapaō, normally reserved for people, saying Demas expressed agapē for “this present world.” The phrase “this present world” refers not only to the worldly pursuits of money, power, status, pleasure, or possessions. Jesus identified the enemy of God’s kingdom as “the world” in John 15:18–19. “The world” does not mean the earth, per se, but rather the fallen world system, which operates according to Satan’s values and is subject to the curse of sin. To say that someone loves “this present world,” is to say he or she is an enemy of God’s kingdom as we see in 1 John 2:15–17.

Demas’s desertion illustrates how even service alongside a spiritual giant does not remove one from the dangers of the world. Faithfulness does not simply rub off. Let’s not shake a finger at Demas but learn from him, for his weakness is hidden in all of us.

In verses 14-15 Paul mentions a second of his foes: “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.” Unlike Demas, who slipped away from Paul as the influence of the world eventually revealed his true spiritual condition, Alexander never pretended to be Paul’s colleague. He had “vigorously opposed” the apostle, his ministry, and his gospel from the beginning.
The name Alexander appears three times in the context of Paul’s ministry: a Jew who tried to address the rioting crowd in Ephesus in Acts 19:33; an apostate teacher in Ephesus whom Paul disciplined with Hymenaeus, according to 1 Timothy 1:18–20; and this “Alexander the coppersmith.” Because the name was so common, we cannot know for certain if these three were the same man. I tend to think, however, that one man in Ephesus caused Paul no end of problems and continued to plague Timothy.
 The harm likely came from Alexander’s informing on Paul because that is what the Greek suggests. Alexander, in fact, may have been the direct cause of his arrest.
 If this happened at Troas, it might explain why Timothy, who will pass through Troas on his journey to Rome, is warned, “You too should be on your guard against him…”

Paul’s words, “The Lord will repay him for what he has done” are not a prayer of judgment, but a statement of fact.
 The Lord will repay him, so I don’t have to.

The Hope of Paul’s Future

Finally we see the hope of Paul’s future in verses 16-18,

At my first defense, no one came to my support, but everyone deserted me. May it not be held against them. But the Lord stood at my side and gave me strength, so that through me the message might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it. And I was delivered from the lion’s mouth. The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack and will bring me safely to his heavenly kingdom. To him be glory for ever and ever. Amen.
Paul words, “At my first defense” probably refers to an initial hearing (similar to a modern arraignment to determine the existence of sufficient grounds for a trial) before the final trial (rather than a first imprisonment). At that time no one stood by Paul; everyone deserted him.
 No one rallied to Paul’s support. The verb used is a technical term for a witness speaking in behalf of a prisoner. It seems incredible that at Rome no one among the believers would take the stand in defense of Paul. Yet here we learn that such was the case. Paul was deserted, left in the lurch.
 Yet he held no grudges. He might possibly die alone like a criminal, yet we find no self-pity in his final words.
 He knew that the Lord was with him, no matter who might abandon him.

“And I was delivered from the lion’s mouth.” Who or what is this “lion”? It cannot mean a literal lion because Paul was a Roman citizen and, if convicted, he could not be thrown to the lions. Instead, he would be executed by being beheaded. Was “the lion” the Emperor Nero? Probably not. If he had been delivered from Nero, then this meant he was acquitted; yet, he had only had a preliminary first hearing. The lion is a symbol of Satan, as in 1 Peter 5:8. Perhaps Paul was referring to some scheme of the devil to defeat him and hinder the work of the Gospel. To be “saved from the lion’s mouth” was a proverbial saying which meant, “to be delivered from great danger.”

It seems that it is when circumstances least warrant hope that the conviction and experience of God’s promises to stand near and deliver grow most clear to the us. Paul’s hope of salvation was never more certain than when he wrote these final words. The doxology, which proclaims the Lord’s glory, is the fitting conclusion to this reminder of the presence, power and rescue of God.
 While the Lord would rescue Paul through his execution and allow him to enter glory for eternity afterward, Paul gave God glory in the midst of his anguish.
 A day awaits you when God’s greatest deliverance will not keep you from death, but will come through death.
 “To live is Christ; to die is gain.”
Paul concludes the letter in verse 22, “The Lord be with your spirit. Grace be with you.” Paul directed his closing benediction first to Timothy individually. The pronoun “your” is singular. Paul again expressed his desire for the Lord to embolden and empower the younger man’s timid spirit. He then expressed his desire for grace to fall upon all who would hear or read his final words. The “you” at the end of the verse is plural. To the very end, Paul wanted grace to be the legacy of his ministry.

May Paul’s concluding words resonate through your life and give you peace when you approach your death: “Grace be with you.” Grace to accept the life you are given. Grace to face the death that awaits you. Grace in your response toward people. Grace for those ministering to you. Grace for those who harm you. Grace to bear the worst in anticipation of God’s best. And if that sounds impossible, it’s probably because you haven’t begun a relationship with the One who modeled grace better than anyone who ever lived: Christ, who loved us and gave Himself for us.
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