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2 Timothy 4:1-8 Fight the Good Fight

Good morning, church. Today we are coming close to the end of the Paul’s second letter to
Timothy, his “true child in the faith” (1 Tim 1:2). This letter is traditionally considered to be
the apostle’s last writing to be included in the New Testament, and written very close to his
martyrdom in Rome. Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, is already “bound in chains as a criminal”
(2 Tim 2:9). He writes in verse six of this last chapter: “the time of my departure has come”
(2 Tim 4:6). So these past few weeks, what we have been reading and studying is actually a
dying man’s last letter. If you were writing your very last message to your loved ones, what
would you write about? What would you emphasize? What final word or instruction will you
give before you finally go? | am sure most of us would include what we think are the most
important ones. In this letter, we have seen many of Paul’s final exhortations and instructions.
This fourth and last chapter acts as the climax of his two letters to his spiritual son, Timothy.
What we will see here is a final call to faithfulness. A call to fight the good fight. A call to
remain faithful. So if you have your Bibles with you, turn with me to 2 Timothy 4:1-8. Let me
take this opportunity to encourage each one to bring your Bible and have it opened during
this time of our worship service. | think it makes a difference seeing the sermon’s whole
passage in its larger context. Feel free to use the Bibles on the pews as well; the page numbers
are found on the bulletin. So 2 Timothy 4:1-8. We read the first verse of this last chapter,
Paul writes verse 1: | charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge
the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom. In this climactic section, Paul
gives a final charge, a final solemn exhortation, a final command or instruction. And we can
see two descriptions of the nature of this charge. First, it is not merely human, it is a divine
charge: “in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus.” It is a reminder that what Paul will be
giving as a final command is not of human origin, it is from God Himself. These words are
divinely inspired: “breathed out by God” alongside all Scripture, just as he mentioned in the
previous verses (2 Tim 3:16-17). Second, it is a royal or kingly charge: “by his appearing and
his kingdom.” It comes with king Jesus’s authority and power. |t comes as a royal decree to
be carried out in God’s kingdom by official ambassadors. That term “appearing” there—we
have seen it back in chapter one referring to Christ’s first coming. In 2 Timothy 1:9-10: we
read that our salvation is “not because of our works but because of his own purpose and
grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began, and which now has been
manifested through the appearing of our savior Jesus Christ, who abolished death and
brought life and immortality to light through the gospel.” Christ appeared the first time to
become our savior: to die on the cross in our place and gain the victory over sin and death
through his resurrection. | say the first time because this “appearing” in our text also includes
the understanding that Christ will appear a second time. Jesus will return, as this first verse
says, “to judge the living and the dead.” In his next appearing, Jesus Christ will come as judge
and king. This is important to remember. These two characteristics of the charge, divine and
kingly, make it extremely pressing and weighty.

So what was this divine and kingly charge given to Timothy? It is a two-part charge. The first
begins in verse 2: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke,
and exhort, with complete patience and teaching. The main imperative verb there: preach. It
is a semi-technical term basically meaning “to publicly proclaim with authority” or “to be a
herald.” The herald is that official that proclaims the king’s message or decree to everyone in
the kingdom. And what is the king’s message that Timothy was to preach, to herald? He was
charged to preach “the word.” That word that Paul just previously described. 2 Timothy 3:16:
All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction,



and for training in righteousness. Those “sacred writings” that he was acquainted with since
childhood (2 Tim 3:15).

That “word of truth” that should be handled rightly (2 Tim 2:15). That “word of God” that is
not bound (2 Tim 2:9). Timothy is to preach the same “word” that Paul himself preached: the
gospel of Jesus Christ. 2 Timothy 2:8: Remember Jesus Christ, risen from the dead, offspring
of David, as preached in my gospel. And again in 2 Timothy 1:10-11: “the gospel, for which |
was appointed a preacher and apostle and teacher.” Timothy was not charged to preach a
motivational message, nor a social commentary, nor a promotional speech about his church,
not even his own personal testimony. He was to preach God’s Word and it alone. And he
must do it “in season and out of season,” not dependent on how he or his listeners feel at the
moment. Even in the difficult times or even when facing opposition or persecution, the man
of God must proclaim and handle rightly the truth of God’s Word. Since Scripture is
profitable for teaching, he should teach it. Good for reproof and for correction, he should use
it to reprove and rebuke those who continue to disobey it living in sin. Beneficial for training
in righteousness, he should use it to exhort, instruct, encourage, equip believers to righteous
living. And all these must be done with complete patience. Then Paul adds the background,
the reason to faithfully preach the word. Verses 3 and 4: 3 For the time is coming when people
will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves
teachers to suit their own passions, 4 and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander
off into myths. The man of God must preach the word because people will begin to reject and
turn away from it. You might think the people in view here are unbelievers outside the church.
But sadly it refers mainly to those who profess to be believers and yet start to turn away from
the truth of the gospel. Their ears become itchy to truth because it starts to be inconvenient
or hard to follow. Or because it confronts them of their sin and lustful desires they do not
want to let go. They start cherry-picking: hearing only those parts they want to hear but not
the whole counsel of God’s Word. And so they also choose their own teachers. Earlier, Paul
has actually given names of some who have done this. 2 Timothy 2:17-18: Among them are
Hymenaeus and Philetus, who have swerved from the truth saying that the resurrection has
already happened. They are upsetting the faith of some. They have exchanged truth for myths
and false teaching. Timothy must not be one of them. He must be a preacher faithful to the
truth and sound teaching that is found in all God-breathed Scripture.

Let me stop here and reflect on this first part of this charge to Timothy. This mainly applies
to those who are called to pastor and to preach in the church. Those like Timothy who is a
“worker approved by God” (2 Tim 2:15) and “the Lord’s servant” (2 Tim 2:24). They are
especially called by God to labor and bear God’s Word on his people. So someone may ask:
“Brother JP, | am not a pastor or a preacher in the church, how can this apply to me then?”
Well, | could think of at least two ways how this charge can also apply even to those not called
to the pastoral or preaching ministry. First, while preaching may be a distinct formal act and
not all are to preach, every Christian is still commanded to proclaim and speak God’s Word
to others especially their fellow believers. Ephesians 4:25: Therefore, having put away
falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are members one of
another. Even if it is difficult, a Christian friend caught in sin needs to be reproved, a fellow
church member needs to be rebuked for wrongdoing. We are all called to exhort or encourage
from God’s Word whether in our conversations or in our prayers for one another. Are we
doing that? That’s the first way. The second way is that this is a call to avoid having those
itching ears. All faithful believers not only tolerate but desire sound doctrine. They do not
turn away from listening to the truth. Are you starting to become a cherry-picker who only
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wants to hear and obey what you like? Are you beginning to wander off into false teaching
because sound teaching confronts the sin that you still love and cling to? Watch out! We
should love hearing and obeying God’s Word even when it feels inconvenient or becomes hard
to follow. We all have to be teachable, reprovable, correctable, and trainable to righteousness.
This is our charge as well.

The second part of the charge begins in verse 5: But as for you, always be sober-
minded, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry. | like that
translation: “sober-minded.” | think it captures well the contrast Paul is making here. Anyone
who has been around drunk people will understand. You cannot expect them to act or speak
reasonably. They can even be easily tricked to do very silly things. Their ability to judge,
comprehend, or respond rightly is weakened if not totally gone in that condition. Paul is saying,
“Do not be like a drunk person! Be sober in your thinking.” Those with itching ears are like
drunk people falling for made-up stories and silly things. But as for you, be right in your
thinking and practice self-control. Endure suffering and do the work of an evangelist even
when some oppose you and persecute you—and they will for they will hate the truth. They will
reject the good news you are proclaiming, but even then proclaim it boldly. Romans 1:16: For |
am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who
believes. Paul wraps up all these instructions in a simple and direct way: fulfill your ministry.
This was the complete charge to Timothy as a young pastor and preacher. Faithfully preach
the Word and faithfully shepherd God’s people. Just like with the first part, there is a reason
for this call to Timothy. Paul writes: 6 For | am already being poured out as a drink offering,
and the time of my departure has come. Can you visualize the image he is giving here? In
Numbers 15:24, the law instructs: In the Holy Place you shall pour out a drink offering of
strong drink to the Lord; the ceremony involved emptying the vessel on God’s altar. Paul’s life
is about to be offered in a similar way. He is writing this letter in chains in Rome and it will not
be too long after this that he will be put to death by the Roman emperor. This whole solemn
charge is being given by a passing father to his son, by a dying teacher to his student. Paul's
earthly mission is coming to an end, and Timothy will continue the ministry that he has begun.
In this climax of emotions come the next stream of words of verse 7. | have fought the good
fight, | have finished the race, | have kept the faith. Paul had written something similar in his
first letter. 1 Timothy 6:12: Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to
which you were called and about which you made the good confession in the presence of
many witnesses. In that previous letter it was a clear exhortation. But in this last letter, Paul
makes it personal. They were not imperative verbs. They did not take the form of commands
or instructions. But Timothy upon reading those words understood what his spiritual father
was telling him. Those words were not mere reflections of an old dying man. They were words
of confident joy—resulting from a life of ministry fulfilled. At the same time, they were also
words of exhortation. Paul is saying, “Timothy, | have done it. Now, do as | have.” | believe
Timothy heard it, and so should we.

Unlike the first part, it is not difficult to see how this charge also applies to those who are not
called to be pastors and preachers. Again, | could think of at least two ways how every
Christian can heed this charge. First, believers should follow the godly example of faithful
men and women before us. We should learn from them: imitate their faith and godliness,
avoid their mistakes and failures. The Old and New Testaments record many examples for us,
and church history can provide a long list of faithful men and women for us to emulate. As
Timothy learned from and followed Paul, we should desire to do the same from a more mature
believer. Is there such a person in your life right now you can learn from and emulate? Are
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you learning from the lives of God’s people who have gone before us? The second way is
similar, just the role is reversed. If you are an elder, a preacher, a teacher in the church; if you
are a church planter or a missionary; if you are a parent with children, a man who knows a
younger guy, a woman who knows a younger lady, then strive to be an example of Christian
faithfulness. The list | gave just now should include all Christians—every believer can set an
example of faithfulness to others. Every Christian can be a Paul to a Timothy. This is part of
Christian discipleship—being a disciple and making disciples of Christ. Is your life an example
of Christian faithfulness? Are you fulfilling the ministry God has called you to? Are you making
disciples of Christ? If you cannot answer these questions, seek the Lord to help and empower
you in this regard.

Paul ends this divine and kingly charge with the hope of reward—of eternal life. 8 Henceforth
there is laid up 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 loved his appearing.
There is a reward, God’s own righteousness, awaiting the faithful which the Lord himself will
bestow on that last day. And it is reserved not only for Paul, the great apostle, but for all
believers: all who have loved his appearing. The same term “appearing” we have seen in the
beginning shows up again here at the end. But this time there is an action required: love. On
that final day of judgment, the faithful will prove they have loved the Lord’s appearing. They
have not only loved his first appearing as savior, but also his second one as judge. They have
longed for that final day to come. The righteous judge, our Lord Jesus, is coming back and he
will judge both the living and the dead. Are you afraid? If you are here this morning and do
not believe in Jesus yet, then you should be. For when Jesus returns, he will come as a
righteous judge who will punish evil doers and unrepentant sinners. Matthew 10:28: And do
not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both
soul and body in hell. On that day of judgment, no more chance will be given for belief and
repentance. Do not wait! There is a way now to escape punishment. There is a way to be
reconciled with God: only one way. That is through faith in Jesus Christ, in his sacrificial
death on the cross and his resurrection. Believe now and turn away from sin. Surrender
yourself to Jesus. If you are a believer and a follower of Jesus, then you should not fear.
However, the question for you is this: do you love his appearing, his first and his second? Are
you continually grateful for his sacrifice on the cross? And do you long for his return? Many
of us probably can answer the first question but have not thought much about the second.
Look forward to Christ’s second coming. Learn to love his second appearing. And when
our King returns to judge the living and the dead, will he find you faithful? Will you have
faithfully fulfilled your ministry? Will you be able to confidently and joyfully say with the apostle
Paul, “I have fought the good fight, | have finished the race, | have kept the faith” (2 Tim 4:7)?
The Lord Jesus Christ is returning soon as a righteous judge. Let us fight the good fight. Let
us finish the race. Let us keep the faith. Let us remain faithful until he comes or until he takes
us home like those faithful saints who have gone before us. And when we finally stand in the
presence of God and our Lord Jesus Christ, may each one of us be able to hear those words
from Matthew 25:21: “Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a
little; | will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master.” Such precious words from a
gracious and merciful master. Let us pray.



