The Bible: Listening to God (2 Timothy 3:10-17)

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 27-28 January 2001.

10  You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance,

11  persecutions, sufferings--what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured. Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them.

12  In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted,

13  while evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived.

14  But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it,

15  and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.

16  All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,

17  so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.
How’s your listening?

When were the few times in your life you really stopped to listen? And when you did stop - far from the maddening crowd - what did you realize? The few times we stop to listen, we realize that our life - our motivation, direction and goal – depends on which VOICES we have listened to in life.

Paul the Apostle sits in prison and he has all the time to listen. What does he listen to? Let us get the background right. Read 2 Timothy 1:16 and 2:9. He is in prison. Not just that. He somehow knows this would be his LAST imprisonment. Read 2 Timothy 4:6-8. “I am being poured out like a drink offering and the time has come for my departure”. The mad emperor Nero ruled Rome at this time. It was the height of Nero’s persecution of Christians. Paul knew he may NOT make it out of prison this time. He sits there imprisoned and facing death. Not just that.

Read:

2 Timothy 1:15 - “everyone has deserted him”

2 Timothy 4:10 – “Demas loved the world and deserted me”

2 Timothy 4:16 – “no one came to my support but everyone deserted me”

Paul is not just in prison and facing death. He faces death as a deserted man. In short, he was arrested as a political prisoner, deserted like a spiritual leper by his former missionary team, about to die a criminal’s death. Who do you listen to at a time like this? What do you listen to at such a time? I can tell what he should NOT be listening to now. Paul should NOT be listening to the person who led him to be in this position he finds himself in. And who led him to be this person in this position? Jesus and the Gospel (1:1)! The strange thing is this.

Read:

2 Timothy 1:8-12   – He is NOT ashamed about Jesus and the gospel. Not only that …

2 Timothy 1:14- He wants Timothy whom he left behind in Ephesus to GUARD the gospel!

Paul is not ashamed of the gospel. In fact, he wants Timothy to guard the gospel. Why guard the gospel?

1. Stand firm

He knows that a right relationship with God comes from a true knowledge of God. So often, we hear married couples say: “He wasn’t like that before. He has changed since marriage. If I knew I would not have married him.” They are saying that the information/knowledge they picked up during their data-gathering period – dating – was wrong! So their marriage relationship was based on false knowledge! A marriage based on false information gets us into trouble in this life. A relationship with God based on half-truths get us into trouble forever. That is why Paul wants to “guard” or franchise the gospel! Why? What is at stake is our relationship with God! It has been 2,000 years since Jesus. 2,000 years – how many times has the message of Jesus and the gospel been passed on? If each generation is 50 years, then it has been passed on 40 times. 2,000 years sound long but only about 40 people separate us from Paul. And Timothy was first in line among the 40.

But in choosing Timothy to guard the gospel, Paul could NOT have chosen more wrongly! Why? Three reasons seen in three “never minds”.

a.     Never mind your youth

Three things disqualified Timothy physically. 1 Timothy 4:12 – “do not let anyone despise your youth”. To the Greeks or Romans, there were only two categories - youth or adults. “Youth” does not mean juvenile youngsters or teenagers. “Youth” referred to full-blown adults and “soldiers to the verge of 40”. Timothy as a youth risked being despised. Secondly, Timothy was prone to sickness. Paul hinted that Timothy was often sick and asked him to take some wine (1 Timothy 5:23). Lastly, Timothy was “timid” or an introvert when it came to standing up for Jesus (2 Timothy 1:7-8). In short, Timothy is so weak, opposition is so strong – he would not make it against the pressure.

b.     Never mind the pressure

What pressure? What’s so strong about it?

2 Timothy 2:17-18 – “wandered from the truth”

2 Timothy 2:25-26 - “repentance leading them to knowledge of the truth”

2 Timothy 4:3-4   - “will not put up with sound doctrine … turn aside from truth”

In short, people were jumping ship all around them! These have “wandered” and “turned” from the truth. They were deserting Jesus, deserting the gospel that only one person can save us, only one message is true. If they jump from this, what are they jumping into?

2:16   – “godless chatter”

2:23   – “foolish and stupid arguments”. But 3:1-5 gives us most insight.

3:1-5 – A few things need explanation here.

“last days” = this is the time between Jesus’ first and second coming.

“mark these” or understand this. He wants Timothy to know that opposition to Jesus and gospel is not a passing situation. It is the permanent character of a godless world. Timothy may be tempted to lie low, hoping for the storm to pass. Paul says “mark this” – it won’t pass, it is the state of the world against God! In fact, he warns us of “terrible times” or “times of stress”. The last days is not uniformly or continuously evil. These may include “terrible times”. Hard to bear, hard to endure, menacing times – like perhaps what Paul is going through under Nero. Why? 3:13 – “evil men and impostors will go on/beyond (progress) from bad to worse …!” It is “people” who will go from bad to worse. Who are these impostors and people? What do they teach/live? There are 19 things he lists in 3:1-5. But the heart of it is this: “lovers of themselves, money, pleasure … rather than lovers of God”. In other words, there will be godless self-centredness. In between are sandwiched 15 descriptions of total breakdown of morals in relationships that result from godless self-centredness.

·  The first three are about our self-love: proud, arrogant, boastful.

·  The next five show a total breakdown in family relationships.

·  The next seven total a total breakdown in social relationships.

3:5:    “Holding a form of godliness but denying its power”. In short, they are showy but no substance, religious but no godliness, faith without good works of a life changed by Jesus.

3:6-7: Not just that, they also evangelise – they spread this teaching like gangrene, they worm their way, they capture, they teach this showy religion - but they are counterfeits/magicians like Jannes and Jambres in the Old Testament.

John Stott aptly says that false teachings have three marks: declining morals, increasing showiness and passionate/evangelising zeal. But they are about myths not about the Messiah, they are about religion not righteousness, about superstitions not about salvation. They are half true gospels - which “scratch what our itching ears want to hear”. Why? Because they are all about “us”. They are all about God revolving around me. Has nothing to do with Jesus, has nothing to do with me revolving around Jesus. They have nothing to do with the gospel which saves us. They have everything to do with half-gospels which please us.

Modern versions of showy religion in churches today:

* In some circles, they begin every church service, by carrying a huge old Bible. Symbol? The Bible is at the heart of the church. But they hardly teach it! For one solid hour they discuss what the New York Times said, what Her World said, what Dolly (the cloned sheep) says! Or they are dressed in glittering clothes, carry incense pots, light candles, chant prayers and when they speak – they purse their lips and say: “holy, holy, holy” with such pomp – it sends shivers down your spine. Read about my combed “hair” incident (hear it on the audio).

* The other extreme is where the preacher walks around and says: “This is the Bible, this is the W … o … r …d of God. And where do we find God, and where do we find direction, and where we find answers? In the Bible!” Except he hardly opens it. And when he does open it, he misquotes it. Let us note that all heresy is Biblical. Then there are those preachers who cannot stop mentioning Jesus. Every other sentence is Jesus, or the Spirit or “power”. Lesson: Just because people carry their Bibles, dress in “holy” clothing, mention Jesus, mention the Spirit, mention “power” in every other sentence – does not make them true or authentic.

Modern versions of declining morals in churches today:

* Some in the church say we have to be more open. Why? Jesus came and preached an inclusive gospel by inviting women, tax collectors, prostitutes, Gentiles, sinners into his kingdom. So, Jesus was inclusive in his ministry. But the church has become exclusive in its message and ministry. Now the gospel we are encouraged to preach misses what Jesus did. Jesus invited and included by preaching himself as king and repentance from ruling our own lives. Now the church is tempted to include by condoning sin, not confronting sin with Jesus as king. They say: “Be opened!” I travelled a lot last year. See two men or women embracing, kissing on escalator, at airports, at restaurants – I keep saying: “be open”. Soon they are going to ask us to “be opened” to paedophiles – because it’s all in the mind; to incest; to bestiality; to mannequin sex on cyberspace. The church has made two mistakes. We vilified homosexuality as the worst sin. It is not. We are wrong when we do that. Now, we are under pressure to make a second mistake. That is to include alternative lifestyles without raising sin and asking for repentance. It is still a life and a lifestyle which is rebellious against God.

c.     Never mind your aloneness

Jesus and the gospel is not a popular message. Timothy, like Paul sitting in prison, should not expect to be popular as they preached this and lived this. In fact, he may well be arrested like a political enemy, deserted like a spiritual leper, die like a guilty criminal – like Paul his mentor, like Jesus his Saviour. But Paul says: “Do not mind these.” If you really wanted something to mind, mind these other things. 3:14 - “But as for you CONTINUE”. Evil people who abandon the truth of Jesus will “go on/beyond” (progress) from bad to worse.

“Continue” in what? In WHAT he has learned from WHOM? What: He learnt of God and his promise to save his people in the holy scriptures of Old Testament. WHOM: from his grandma Lois and his mother Eunice. And now Timothy learnt the gospel of Jesus especially from Paul who taught him how Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament promises. How Jesus is this Saviour.

2. But “mind”: The credentials of your faith: “All Scripture”

There are two possible translations to the Greek. The NEB translates it as “Every inspired Scripture has its use”. NIV translates it as “All Scripture is God-breathed”. The first is grammatically correct. It is legitimate to put verb “is” AFTER the term “inspired” (or God-breathed scripture). But that would change meaning to “not all scripture is God breathed, only those which God breathed is profitable.” More importantly, this translation fails to translate a small word which makes a big difference. “Kai” = which means “and”. It makes more sense to translate “kai” and put the verb “is” BEFORE God-breathed. In the whole context, Paul in defending the true gospel revealed in holy scriptures is saying two things: “ALL Scripture is God-breathed AND is profitable.” Paul is wanting to defend the ORIGIN and PURPOSE of Bible.

a.     The origin of Scripture

He is not explaining the mode or means of inspiration. He is stating the FACT of inspiration: All Scripture is God-breathed. It came from God’s mind, spoken from God’s mouth by God’s breath or spirit (because the most common word for “breath” is “spirit”). This is the Word of God because God spoke it. How do you know this Bible is God’s Word? God spoke it! How do you know God spoke it? The Bible tells me so! That’s a circular argument. But not all circular arguments are fallacious. For me, the best indicator is Jesus’ own attitude to God’s Word. Matthew 4:4 “Man does not live by bread alone but every Word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” Jesus had no problem with Scripture. For him, the whole Old Testament originated from God’s mind, was spoken by God’s mouth by his breath/spirit. He had come to fulfil it.

b.     The purpose of Scripture

In the light of its context, God’s Word is useful for teaching the truth of God/Gospel/Jesus and refuting false/half gospels. We see in both Titus and Timothy – Paul’s call to “teach, teach, teach”. What? Sound doctrine, trustworthy message = what = it is the Gospel. The bad news about us and the good news about Jesus. In the mint, where they print money, they train experts to tell counterfeit notes. They train them by looking at the real thing. The more we-- Timothy and us--know the real Gospel, the more we will know the false gospels.

Scripture is also profitable for correcting and training us in righteousness, in right living. True thinking leads to true living. Doctrine affects doing. Gospel affects godliness.

c.     The goal of Scripture

“Make you wise for salvation” = Scriptures will instruct you for SALVATION through faith in Jesus. The Bible is supremely and simply about God saving us. God saves us through Jesus. So the focus of attention of Bible is Jesus first, not us first. In reading the Bible, look for Jesus – not for comfort, blessing, promise, morality, religion, spirituality. As we sit under the authority of God’s Word, we will teach truth and rebuke false gospels; we will correct and train one another to godliness. All this will lead us to be “thoroughly equipped” – mature, mature - for every good work. We do not need to go beyond Bible. That is why the Reformation slogan is so good: “We are saved by grace alone, Bible alone, Christ alone and faith alone.”

Conclusion

Read 3:5 = most people think this refers to churches like ARPC. Bible-centred churches. Very dead type, they say. No spirit, no spirituality, no passion, no life, no power. I have collected all these cards/letters through 10 years of ministry to show how God has worked by his Word. READ some cards (please listen to audio on website). You know how hard it is to not to mind the pressure, to mind the aloneness, not to listen to other gospels? Let us listen to the Bible in ARPC because “they make us wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus”.

Then there will be no more godless self-centredness but a God-centred selflessness in our lives and churches. Amen.
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