October 27, 2019
2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18
I Can Christian Today
Today more than ever, it is time to understand “Christian” as a verb, not a noun.
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AT A GLANCE: 
An internet meme declares, “I can’t adult today.” The meaning is clear: “I’m done. I am no longer capable of making responsible and rational decisions. Come back tomorrow.” We’ve all had those days. Sometimes, we might also think, “I can’t Christian today.” What do we do then?

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “My Bad,” October 28, 2007. 

Have you noticed the meme floating around that says, “I can’t adult today”? 
The expression has been stenciled on T-shirts, laminated on paper, posted on office walls and kiln-fired on coffee mugs. 
I can’t adult today sounds clumsy with its unconventional use of “adult” as a verb, but it’s not hard to get what the saying means: “At the moment, I am incapable of being a responsible grown-up.” Sometimes, we just want to hit the pause button on the duties of adulthood.
A blogger, also a pastor and writer, referred to this not long ago in a blog post titled, “I can’t Christian today.” Only in his case, he wasn’t trying to be funny or sardonic. 
After declaring, “I can’t Christian today,” he added, “I can no longer be tethered to this thing that is so toxic and so painful to so many. I can’t wade through any more bad theology and predatory behavior from pulpit-pounding pastors who seem solely burdened to exclude and to wound and to do harm. I can’t sift through all this malice and bitterness masquerading as Christianity to try to find what of it is left worth keeping.” 
Wow!
He continued in that tone, and it quickly became apparent he’d had his fill of people who were Christians in name, but weren’t, in his view, demonstrating the love of Jesus in their actions. He wondered if Christianity is helpful anymore.
It’s easy these days to see the “us versus them” mentality to which he alludes. It surfaces in most denominations these days as followers of Jesus squabble over what serving him should look like and how the Bible should be applied. The “them” may be evangelicals generally labeled as conservative and reactionary, and the “us,” on the other hand, “progressives” who generally have more liberal views. Or vice versa. With such rabid partisanship in play today, it’s not surprising that some would endorse the conclusion the blogger suggested and agree that today, it’s not helpful for followers of Jesus to identify themselves as “Christian.”

Apostle Paul disagrees — respectfully, of course
The apostle Paul had no such reservations. He, too, was distressed with the behavior of some who called themselves Christians. Against these people, Paul minced no words: “Keep an eye on those who cause dissensions and offenses, in opposition to the teaching that you have learned; avoid them. For such people do not serve our Lord Christ, but their own appetites, and by smooth talk and flattery they deceive the hearts of the simple-minded” (Romans 16:17-18). 
These troublemakers were probably those who argued that Christians, whether Gentile or Jew, must observe Jewish religious customs, including circumcision. But Paul countered that new Christians needed to do no such thing. So, of course, he didn’t like that some other Christian teachers argued otherwise.
Nonetheless, despite how Paul felt about those he was convinced misapplied the gospel, he freely and gladly identified himself as a follower of Jesus. To the Philippians he wrote, “It is my eager expectation and hope that I will not be put to shame in any way, but that by my speaking with all boldness, Christ will be exalted now as always in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain” (Philippians 1:20-21).
It’s impossible to imagine Paul getting up one morning and declaring, “I can’t Christian today.”
Can’t see it.
And then there’s our text, which the New Testament identifies as from Paul to Timothy, in which Paul, apparently sensing the end of his life drawing near, wrote, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” 
He got to this place in his thinking by getting up day after day with the attitude that he could serve Christ that day.
He’s facing death — and not a death by natural causes — yet he’s still able to say, “Hey, another day to be a Christian! I can Christian today!”

Sometimes, it’s hard
What about us? Do we ever get so troubled by how some people behave in the name of Christ, be they church professionals or ordinary people, that we don’t want outsiders to think these people represent what “Christian” means? 
How do we feel when political figures, wanting our votes, claim to be Christians while espousing ideas that are far afield from what Jesus would advocate? 
How do we feel about our fellow Christians who support such politicians? 
Today, Christians are splintered into many divisions and factions. Not only are we divided into numerous denominational camps, we’re divided by various and sundry political and cultural boundaries. For many, these boundaries are far more important than the denominational and doctrinal ones. 
Whatever position we take on immigration policy, a border wall, same-sex marriage, presidential politics, Supreme Court nominations, abortion, welfare or legalization of marijuana, some Christians will immediately call into question our relationship with Jesus Christ. 
Read that again. Whatever position we take …
When this happens, some might say, “Well, if this is what it means to be a Christian, I want no part of it.” Or, they might simply say, “I’m done. I can’t Christian today.” 
When we say this, of course, we immediately become one of the partisans we despise. 

“Christian” as a verb
But let’s take a clue from how that odd phrasing uses “Christian” as though it were a verb. While in standard usage “Christian” is normally a noun or adjective, in practice it’s often a verb — a word used to identify an action. 
The truth is that while there are millions of Christians who don’t want to be associated with Christians of questionable views, politics and practices, those same millions are out there nonetheless “Christianing” day after day, serving God faithfully in our troubled world. 
· They are building hospitals and schools. 
· They are developing programs to lift the poor and help the needy. 
· They are helping out at their local church. 
· They are working with Pakistani refugees, helping them to get housing and to learn English. 
· They are counselling low-functioning adults. 
· They are tutoring teens who need help with academics. 
· They are delivering meals to the elderly. 
· They are leading Bible studies at nursing homes. 
They aren’t going to let their work be derailed by those who, in their opinion, are silly, misguided, immature Christians blabbering nonsense in the public arena. 
 The remedy for those who say “I can’t Christian today” is to go to a homeless shelter and ladle soup or do something similar. Verbize Christian. Or, as Paul put it to Timothy in the letter before us: “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved by him, a worker who has no need to be ashamed” (2:15).
We can also take a clue from something the resurrected Jesus said during a breakfast conversation with Peter on the shores of Galilee. It is the last recorded interaction we have between Jesus and Peter. After Jesus renewed his call to Peter to serve him, Peter looked at another disciple and asked Jesus, “Lord, what about him?” 
Jesus replied, “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you? Follow me!” (John 21:22). In other words, “What is that to you that some don’t interpret Christianity as you do? I’m talking to you, not to them. You follow me!”
Here are seven words to remember when we get distressed with other Christians: What Is That to You? Follow Me!
Print this and laminate it and tape it to your office wall.
Go online. Find a photo of a cross, and Photoshop the words in, print and post.
Write it on a sticky note and put it on your laptop.
What Is That 2 U? Follow Me!
 
Yes, there are times when — as faithful Christians — we must rebuke those whose views and actions discredit Christianity. Prophets are needed.
The thing is, currently there’s no shortage of prophets. The prophetic word is out there already. 
In fact, today we have competing schools of the prophet. And their shouting back and forth to each other in the public square is hard not to miss. 
So the rebuking, the standing against, the warnings and so on — pretty much covered right now.
That could change.
But right now, we’re good with the prophetic ministry.
So, maybe it would be better to shut our mouths and open our hands to be the hands of Christ reaching out to a fallen world. 
Christ calls us to be people who say, “I can follow Jesus today. I can Christian today.” 
We may not need more squabbling Christians in the world, but we need more of Christ in the world, and that’s up to us, with God’s help. 
That’s what enables us, when the end comes, to say with Paul, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”
William Knobles, Malcolm McQueen, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva, Tommie Tucker and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Finishing well: What does the apostle Paul share with us that helps us understand how to finish life strong?
· The “crown of righteousness” in verse 8 can be an opening to talk about what’s received at the Last Judgment. This is the crown Paul sees ahead as he finishes his life. See “Five Crowns,” Wikipedia.

Source:
Pavlovitz, John. “Losing faith: Christians may need to abandon their religion to save their souls.” Milwaukee Independent, December 22, 2018, milwaukeeindependent.com. Retrieved March 25, 2019.

THE OTHER TEXTS
OCTOBER 27, 2019, Cycle C

Joel 2:23-32
What Does the Text Say? 
At the center of the theological message of the prophet Joel is “the day of the LORD,” a phrase that occurs, with slight variation, four times in this brief, prophetic book of just three chapters. As it is described in today’s reading, that day will be both “great and terrible” (v. 31), as both judgment and salvation are rendered on Israel and its neighbors. Our reading opens with a call to the “children of Zion” to “be glad and rejoice” in the relief that the Lord has provided them from a plague of locusts and a drought (v. 23). The natural disaster of the locust plague was understood by Joel as a sign of divine punishment. There was nothing in such punishment that was perceived by the biblical writers as ennobling or edifying; on the contrary, divine punishment was a source of both terror and shame, implying either divine wrath directed toward the deity’s own people or, perhaps even worse, the abandonment of the people by their God (cf. 1:17). Therefore, the appearance of drought-relieving rains would naturally be understood as the people’s “vindication” (v. 23).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
It’s a God Thing. The prophet brings an exciting word from the Lord! “Be glad and rejoice” (v. 23). The prophet then refers to the recent rains, the threshing floors that are full of grain and the vats of oil and casks of wine that are full. Basically, he’s saying, “It’s a God thing.” This phrase is presently popular in Christian circles. We hear it when there’s been a miraculous recovery, a stunning reversal of fortune or an unexpected windfall of some kind. It’s a God thing. But in these moments of euphoria, it’s forgotten that God is not just sovereign over these moments of blessing. God is in everything. Everything is a God thing if we’re children of God. And clearly, the ancient Hebrews understood this. When the “swarming locusts” destroyed the crops, it was a God thing. When the skies withheld the rain, it was a God thing. When armies laid waste to the towns and villages of the land, it was a God thing. The Hebrews knew this, or believed this. Today, we’re inclined to believe that swarms of locusts and periods of drought are more likely linked to cyclical weather patterns than divine agency. But, if something wonderful happens, it’s a God thing. That’s a disconnect, and the sermon is about what to do with it. Maybe it would be better to retain the sovereignty of God over all things by simply thanking God for the good things that bless us, and thanking God for the trials that befall us — knowing that even if it is not a good thing, it could be a God thing. God is over all. It’s all God.
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Select Joel in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Psalm 65
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 65 is a hymn of praise that combines gratitude for both revealed and natural religion — the faith that found its epicenter in the Jerusalem temple (vv. 1-5) and also saw God’s providential care for Israel and all creation at work in the natural world (vv. 6-13). The expression that opens the hymn — “Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion” — is unique in the OT, occurring only here. The praise that is due to God is localized in Zion (v. 1), the Vatican of Israelite religion. The notion of “all flesh” coming to Zion to worship (v. 2) reflects the universal outlook of wisdom circles, who saw in Israel’s God attributes that applied not only to the covenant people but to all people (e.g., God’s providential care). The psalmist takes considerable pains to combine the idea of Israel’s chosenness (v. 4) with the idea of God’s mercy extending to “the ends of the earth” (v. 5). The statement “you are the hope of all the ends of the earth” is unique, found only here in the OT, and reflects the cosmopolitan religious outlook of such wisdom. The Hebrew word translated “hope,” mivtach, is found in late biblical writings, a clue to the late date of this psalm. The reason for this universal acclaim is the agricultural abundance derived from God’s bountiful care for the entire earth (vv. 9-13). The “river of God” in verse 9 is likely the same river referred to in Psalm 46:4, “whose streams make glad the city of God,” a mythological source of blessing that may have been inspired by the Gihon spring, the principal water supply for Jerusalem. The images from rain-fed agriculture with which the psalm closes (vv. 9-13) likely stem from a harvest festival, and are unique in the Bible for their bucolic charm. In contrast to both Egypt and Mesopotamia, where farming depended on an extensive system of canals drawing on river water, Israelite farmers depended on seasonal rainfall from sometimes violent storms blowing in from the eastern Mediterranean. Although the topography of the central Israelite hill country required intensive terracing to produce arable land, other locations, such as the Coastal Plain and the Jezreel Valley, offered ideal farming conditions. The closing lines of the psalm express the joyful gratitude of the Israelites for such rich abundance.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Accounts Payable. In the opening line of this hymn, the psalmist makes a confession made nowhere else in the Old Testament: “God — we owe you.” The metaphor that leaps to mind is that of an invoice that has been submitted to all mortals, not just to the chosen people of God. “Praise is due to you, O God.” We don’t owe God love, because love offered out of duty can hardly be called love. We don’t owe God obedience because to obey God is in our own best interest, just as a child’s obedience is in his or her own best interest. To obey one’s parent means that one’s fingers will not be burned on the hotplate. No, what we exclusively owe to God is praise. And lest there be any confusion, God has presented us with an itemized invoice of services rendered. 
Item: Answered prayer, verse 2.
Item: Forgiven transgression, verse 3.
Item: Deliverance, verse 5.
Item: Creative activity, verse 6.
Item: Providing food and water, verse 9.
Item: Providential care of the Earth, verses 9-13.
Due on demand: Praise. The sermon takes a good look at the invoice, checking off one item at a time to make sure it is correct, and offers an opinion as to whether the bill is accurate or whether a mistake has been made.
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 18:9-14
What Does the Text Say? 
Luke’s portrayal of the kingdom of God is full of surprises. The last are first. The humbled are exalted. The despised are honored. The great reversal has begun. In the context of this parable, the reader encounters others who are on the outskirts of society. Luke pairs this unit with a story of a persistent widow, immediately before, and sayings on the acceptance of little children into God’s rule, immediately following. The irony of the setting is partly in the purpose of the first two juxtaposed parables. The parable of the widow and the unrighteous judge demonstrates the power of persistency. In verse 1, Luke tells the reader, “Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart.” Jesus praises the widow for coming constantly to the judge to seek vindication. In verses 9-14, however, the irony is that the one who comes regularly to pray is not the example to emulate. The problem is not one of consistency or persistence, but of intention. The Pharisee does not seek his own vindication as the widow did, but his own glorification. After the Pharisee praises God that he is not like the sinful tax collector, he proudly lists his own pious acts: “I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income” (v. 12). The publican, on the other hand, does not dare talk to God in such a manner. Instead, he recognizes his lowly status before a holy God. He knows that he has sinned. He does not rely on fasting or tithing to make his relationship right with God. Instead, he cries out for mercy. The theme of reversal is explicitly announced at the end of verse 14: “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Accounts Receivable. In this lesson, the Pharisee submits an invoice, not God, as in the psalm above. The Pharisee essentially says to God: “God — you owe me.”
Item: I live a good life (no rap sheet).
Item: I am a moral person (no adulteries or anything of that nature).
Item: I fast twice a week. 
Item: I give a tenth of all my income.
Item: I read and study the Scriptures.
Item: I keep the Law of Moses down to the finest detail.
Due on demand: Justification. 
The last two items are not included explicitly in Jesus’ parable, but they’re reasonable inferences. Jesus says, however, that it is not the Pharisee who goes home that day justified, but the publican who confesses that he is a sinner and that God owes him nothing. Jesus says the lesson is that the proud will be humbled and the humble will be exalted.
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Select Luke in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
Faith is something God calls us to keep. The Greek word is tereo, and it’s quite close in meaning to the Hebrew shomer: to keep, to watch over, to preserve. The Bible tells us faith is a gift, but once we receive it and make it our own, it does require a certain amount of care and tending.
Anyone who tends a garden knows how plants require different things from the gardener at different stages in their life cycles. There’s a world of difference between propagating seeds, fertilizing, weeding and harvesting, but they’re all aspects of the same work. It’s that way with the work of faith.
It’s not that faith changes over time. Faith is a gift of God and is one of the great constants of the universe. Faith doesn’t change, but we do over the course of our lives. Our faith expresses itself differently through all the varied stages of our life cycle.
The mature apostle who’s writing to Timothy is contemplating the final chapter of his life. For him, the harvest is near. He’s fought his fight. He’s run his race. The medal ceremony awaits.
He would never have made it to the podium had it not been for his diligence in tending his faith through all his years. He wants his younger disciple — who’s not at the same stage of the faith-journey that he is — to take heart from his example. 
##
Better Civility. Better City.
—Large billboard in Hefei, Anhui Province, China. April 29, 2019. There’s a lesson there, no doubt.
##
“As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my departure has come.” The word “libation” is often used today as a cheerful euphemism for alcoholic drinks, but in the ancient world, a libation was not something you drank. Rather, it was something you poured out. A libation was a particular sort of offering to the pagan gods. The one making the offering would take a cup of wine, offer up a prayer, and solemnly pour the cup out over an altar, or perhaps onto the ground. For the apostle to say his life is being poured out as a libation is to say his own death is going to be his final, and greatest, act of praise.
##
Nearly all working lighthouses today are controlled automatically. They no longer need a person living there to tend them. It’s all done with timers and electricity. The true keeper of a modern lighthouse sits at a computer terminal far away monitoring data streamed back from sensors of various kinds.
That’s not the way it was, of course, back in the day. In the heyday of lighthouses, each one had to have a real, live human being living onsite. Because of the remoteness of those coastal and island locations, the keeper’s entire family would live there as well, in a little house at the foot of the tower.
Everything that family needed had to be delivered, often by ship. They cooked their food, mended their clothes, tended a little garden patch. If there were kids, they were home-schooled. Laundry was dried on a clothesline, flapping in the ocean breeze. You didn’t get one day off in seven. It was round-the-clock responsibility.
Most of the time, there wasn’t a whole lot to do. The lighthouse towered over their heads in the daytime, the pinnacle of human technology. As night fell, one of them had to climb the winding stair and set the giant kerosene lantern alight. The golden light from its flame would beam out across the waves, amplified by thick glass lenses.
It was during the storms that the keeper’s job took on added importance. It had to be a fearsome thing to climb that winding stair as a nor’easter howled and the very tower swayed back and forth. Yet at no time was it more vital to keep that beacon beaming out across the waves. For mariners out at sea, in wooden ships, that beacon was the difference between life and death.
Thank God for lighthouse keepers, said those mariners. Thank God, as well, that there are those even today, who offer themselves as keepers of the faith, sharing it with others!
##
The transition to the second half of life moves you from either/or thinking to both/and thinking: the ability to increasingly live with paradox and mystery. You no longer think in terms of win/lose, but win/win. It is a very different mind and strategy for life. In order for this alternative consciousness to become your primary way of thinking, you usually have to experience something that forces either/or thinking to fall apart. ...
Often the only thing that can break down your natural egocentricity is discovering that the qualities you hate in others are actually within you. You’re not so moral after all. You’ve imagined doing “bad” things; and if you could get away with it, you know you’d do it. Perhaps the only reason you don’t is because you’re afraid. Fear is not enlightenment. Fear is not the new transformed state of the risen Christ that we’ve been promised. Fear keeps you inside of a false order and will not allow any reordering.
Unless you somehow “weep” over your own phoniness, hypocrisy, fear and woundedness, you probably won’t let go of the first half of life. If you don’t allow this needed disappointment to well up within you, if you surround yourself with your orthodoxies and your certitudes and your belief that you’re the best, frankly, you will stay in the first half of life forever. Many religious people never allow themselves to fall, while many “sinners” fall and rise again. Our greatest sin is not falling or failing, but refusing to rise and trust ourselves — and God — again. Make sure you are always in need of mercy and you will never stop growing.
—Richard Rohr, “Falling into mercy,” daily meditation for March 27, 2018, Center for Action and Contemplation. cac.org. Retrieved April 2, 2019.
##
In the end, people don’t view their life as merely the average of all its moments — which, after all, is mostly nothing much plus some sleep. For human beings, life is meaningful because it is a story. A story has a sense of a whole, and its arc is determined by the significant moments, the ones where something happens. Measurements of people’s minute-by-minute levels of pleasure and pain miss this fundamental aspect of human existence. A seemingly happy life may be empty. A seemingly difficult life may be devoted to a great cause. We have purposes larger than ourselves.
—Atul Gawande, Being Mortal: Medicine and What Matters in the End (Henry Holt and Company, 2014), 238.
##
What does dying feel like? Despite a growing body of research about death, the actual, physical experience of dying — the last few days or moments — remains shrouded in mystery. Medicine is just beginning to peek beyond the horizon. ...
Researchers led by Christopher Kerr at a hospice center outside Buffalo, New York, conducted a study of dying people’s dreams. Most of the patients interviewed, 88 percent, had at least one dream or vision. And those dreams usually felt different to them from normal dreams. For one thing, the dreams seemed clearer, more real. The “patients’ pre-death dreams were frequently so intense that the dream carried into wakefulness and the dying often experienced them as waking reality,” the researchers write in the Journal of Palliative Medicine.
Seventy-two percent of the patients dreamed about reuniting with people who had already died. Fifty-nine percent said they dreamed about getting ready to travel somewhere. Twenty-eight percent dreamed about meaningful experiences in the past. (Patients were interviewed every day, so the same people often reported dreams about multiple subjects.)
For most of the patients, the dreams were comforting and positive. The researchers say the dreams often helped decrease the fear of death. “The predominant quality of pre-death dreams/visions was a sense of personal meaning, which frequently carried emotional significance for the patient,” they report.
—Jennie Dear, “What it feels like to die,” The Atlantic, September 9, 2016. theatlantic.com. Retrieved April 2, 2019.
##
Final blessings play an important part in the Torah. At the conclusion of Genesis, Jacob offers his words to his children — each of the future tribes of Israel. Moses offers his final blessings to Israel at the conclusion of Deuteronomy. When the Torah tells us that Moses could no longer, at the end of his life, “go in and go out” (Deuteronomy 31) one lovely interpretation holds that he went to the tent of each individual Israelite family and said goodbye. When there were no more unvisited tents, and therefore no place to go in or go out, Moses ascended the Mountain of Nebo to die.
People who are dying sometimes feel as if they are helpless or diminished in the eyes of others. But we will all die. How one dies can be a powerful life lesson. Words offered to those who will live on can be a blessing, helpful and healing.
Facing one’s final moments with courage permits a grace unequaled in more everyday settings. As the great medieval poet, Shmuel Hanagid (Samuel the Prince) put it:
	Take heart in time of sorrow,
	Though you face death’s door. 
	The candle flares before it dies, 
	And wounded lions roar.
—Rabbi David Wolpe, “A lesson before dying,” timesofisrael.com. Retrieved April 2, 2019.

Commentary
2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18
In his second letter to Timothy, Paul passes on his final instructions to his young protégé. The letter’s words reflect a somber mood that is appropriate for a last will and testament. Consequently, throughout this melancholic epistle, Paul painstakingly exhorts Timothy to remain faithful to the ministry he had received from Paul. For example, he instructs Timothy to “rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands” (1:6; cf. 2:15). In addition, Timothy is not to “be ashamed ... of the testimony about our Lord or of [Paul]” (1:8), who likewise is “not ashamed” of his own suffering, since he knows the one he has trusted. Like Paul, Timothy is to “hold to the standard of sound teaching,” “guard the good treasure entrusted to [him],” and “share in suffering like a good soldier of Christ Jesus” (1:8, 12-14; 2:3; cf. 2:8-10). Paul further exhorts Timothy to “continue in what you have learned and firmly believed,” “always be sober, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, carry out your ministry fully” (3:14; 4:5). 
Having offered his advice and directives to Timothy, Paul finally turns to the task of bidding farewell. Apropos, the circumspect quality of Paul’s letter reaches a crescendo as he contrasts Timothy’s future with his own. While Timothy’s future is to be preoccupied with faithful service as a minister, the foreboding nature of Paul’s future is unmistakable when he writes, “As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation [], and the time of my departure has come” (v. 6). Paul is like a cup whose contents are being offered as a sacrifice or consumed on an altar in a sacrificial rite. His words — “the time of my departure” — are reminiscent of Jesus’ awareness of his own approaching death (cf. John 12:23; 13:1). 
Though Paul’s frame of mind is certainly ominous, he is not without hope. Using a string of perfect verbs, he declares that he has “fought the good fight [],” “finished the race [],” and “kept the faith []” (v. 7; cf. 1 Timothy 1:18; 6:12). He has faithfully executed the mission God gave to him and is handing on this same ministry to Timothy. And because Paul steadfastly completed the ministry he received from Jesus Christ, Paul is also confident he will receive “the crown of righteousness []” from the Lord (v. 8a). This reward will be given to Paul “on that day” — the day when the Lord appears (v. 8b). It is a certain prize based on “the saying [that] is sure” (cf. 2:11-13). In addition, the Lord will give this reward “to all who have longed for his appearing” (v. 8c; cf. 1:12, 18; 1 Timothy 6:14). In sum, “the crown of righteousness” is an honor for which Timothy also qualifies, provided he respects and holds to the ministry Paul has left to him. 
Before Paul extends his final salutations, he reminds Timothy of an especially difficult time from his past when he writes, “At my first defense no one came to my support, but all deserted me” (v. 16). Once again, Paul’s life mirrors that of his Lord who was abandoned by all his disciples as well. Although the specific event Paul references is unknown — was it the trial mentioned in Acts 23:1-11 or some other proceeding? — it seems clear that Paul does not want Timothy to abandon him like some of his companions had done earlier. Instead, he hopes Timothy will come “soon” and “before winter” (vv. 9, 21). It is also significant to note that Paul bears no ill will toward his cowardly and fickle associates — “May it not be counted against them!” (v. 16b). In contrast to Alexander the coppersmith who “did [Paul] great harm; the Lord will pay him back for his deeds,” these comrades simply deserted Paul with no apparent intention to harm him (cf. v. 14). 
Paul’s recitation of that prior situation partially explains this letter’s morose disposition. However, he does not allow the unpleasant circumstances surrounding his “first defense” to control his basic outlook as he nears the end of his own life. Instead of spiraling down into an unproductive abyss of bitterness and self-pity, Paul recounts for Timothy how “the Lord stood by [him] and gave [him] strength, so that through [him] the message [] might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it.” For this reason, then, Paul “was rescued from the lion’s mouth []” — an enigmatic metaphor that might either refer to an adversarial spiritual power or veil the identity of some governmental authority (v. 17). By rehearsing this story for Timothy, Paul is assuring his son in the faith that he, too, will have the required resources to complete the ministry he has received. For, even though Paul was abandoned by human associates, the Lord provided him with the resources he needed so he could faithfully carry out the ministry entrusted to him. 
Not only was Paul “rescued from the lion’s mouth,” but he also remains confident that “the Lord will rescue [him] from every evil attack [] and save [him] for his heavenly kingdom” (v. 18a; cf. 3:11b). Undoubtedly, Paul cannot mean that he will not suffer; he has repeatedly declared that he has suffered and will suffer for Christ Jesus (cf. 1:8, 12; 2:3, 9; 3:11). As God’s emissary, Paul certainly suffered; but he was also rescued “from every evil attack” when fellow believers like Onesiphorus “often refreshed [Paul] and [were] not ashamed of [his] chain” (cf. 1:15-18). Rather than proffering some nauseating, fairy-tale version of the gospel, he presents to Timothy a realistic picture of a faithful minister’s life in God’s kingdom. He, like all believers, will suffer. Nevertheless, God will rescue and save him just as he did his own Son. Consequently, and because of his confident hope in God’s promise to rescue and save, Paul is able to end this intensely circumspect and forlorn letter with a brief but compelling doxology — “To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen” (v. 18b). 
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18
Show the children a tennis racquet and tennis ball. Have any of them ever held a racquet or played tennis? How might they learn how to play? They could learn from a family member or take lessons. They could learn how to play tennis in school. Tell them the story of a gym class teacher you know. Her name is Sue. She taught P.E. in high school for more than 20 years. She started the school year by teaching tennis. One year, she had 50 students in her class, all in grade 9! One of the students was Eric. He was physically challenged in a way most kids aren’t. Monday through Thursday, she divided the class up in teams on the courts to play. On Fridays, she instructed her class to go to their courts as usual, but they could not use court No. 1 because on Fridays, she played with Eric, the boy with special needs. This went on for five weeks. Then one Friday, another boy — his name was Oliver —  asked his teacher, “May I play with Eric today?” And the teacher never played with Eric again. Why? Because Eric’s classmates all wanted a turn to play with him. If an award was given to someone in that class for sportsmanship, who would get it? All of those students who played with Eric, but especially Oliver, who led the way by starting first to play with Eric. Oliver knew that being kind was more important than playing tennis. Close with a prayer: “Jesus, help us to be the kind of person who places kindness above winning and people above the game. Amen.”
													
Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
God our Provider, we walked into church today needing you in different ways.
Some of us need strength because we are facing a big challenge.
Some of us need hope, because we feel like giving up.
Some of us need love, because we are feeling alone.
We trust that you will provide for us, whether through words or music, or in a quiet moment of reflection.
You are here; you are with us.
Amen.
—Carol Penner, Leading in Worship website, carolpenner.typepad.com

Prayers of Confession — General
Call to Confession
So often when we speak of sins, we think of things that are morally reprehensible or socially unacceptable. If we think of sin as anything keeping us from living openly with God and others, anything preventing us from being the creature God intended, we realize that much of our sin is actually legal or socially acceptable. Let us confess those sins before God and before each other.

Prayer
Eternal and loving Father, you comfort, support and encourage us. Your goodness and kindness go beyond our understanding. Your grace is richer and deeper than we can begin to comprehend. Yet despite your gracious love and faithful care, we seek to go our own way and to trust our own resources. Time after time, we choose our plans over your will. Over and over again, our pride, self-reliance and self-centeredness lead us astray. We confess we are sinners in need of forgiveness. We admit we are flawed, broken people in need of mercy. Through the person and work of Jesus Christ, forgive us for all the times we have failed you. Cleanse our hearts, and make them fresh and new. Renew our minds for your kingdom’s sake. Empower us to be your Son’s disciples for his glory. We pray through Jesus Christ our Lord, in the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Assurance of Forgiveness
Brothers and sisters in Christ, hear these words regarding prayer: “Ask and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock and the door will be opened for you.” Know that God longs to hear our prayer, and longs to communicate back. Friends, believe the good news of the gospel: In Jesus Christ we are forgiven. Let us live at peace as forgiven people.

Hymns
Abide with Me, Fast Falls the Eventide
And Can It Be, That I Should Gain?
Beneath the Cross of Jesus

Worship and Praise 
Christ Is Enough (Hillsong)
You Never Let Go (Redman)
All to Jesus I Surrender
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle C
Joel 2:23-32*
Psalm 65* 
2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18*
Luke 18:9-14*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






