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SUFFER LIKE A GOOD SOLDIER OF CHRIST JESUS
2 Timothy 2:1-13
Key Verse: 2:3
“Join with me in suffering, like a good soldier of Christ Jesus.”

In last week’s lesson we learned that Paul wrote this letter while in a Roman prison. It was miserable. His prison cell was dark, cold and dirty, with rats, and he was in chains, awaiting imminent execution. But he wasn’t sorrowful or full of self-pity. He had a clear conscience, and he was unashamed. It was because he had faith in Jesus. He had hope in Jesus. He had the promise of life in Jesus. He wrote this last letter of his life mainly to encourage his dear spiritual son Timothy. Paul wanted Timothy to carry on the ministry of the gospel after he was gone. But spreading the gospel isn’t easy; it means going through a lot of suffering. It could mean persecution and even death. However, Paul considered suffering for the gospel of Jesus the greatest privilege there is. Why? Paul says it’s because of God’s grace. (1:9). When we meditate on the grace of Jesus, it makes us willing to suffer anything for his sake. Paul was so sure that it’s worth it to suffer for Jesus that he told Timothy to do so also (1:8). In today’s passage Paul continues to encourage Timothy to suffer. Through this study may God inspire us with a new decision to suffer like good soldiers of Christ Jesus.
First, be strong in the grace of Jesus. Read verse 1. Paul had just mentioned people who had deserted him (1:15). He mentioned the good example of a man named Onesiphorus, who was so loyal to Paul during his imprisonment (1:16-18). Now he emphasizes to Timothy, “You, then, my son…” Paul urged Timothy to be loyal not only to him, but also to the cause of the gospel. How could Timothy be loyal while suffering? It says, “be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.” It’s almost a contradiction in terms. People can be either strong or graceful. Some think being graceful is weak and that being truthful is strong. But Paul says that we can be strong in grace. What does it mean? In one sense, it means to always remember the grace of Jesus in our lives. Paul wrote about Jesus' grace in his own life in 1 Timothy 1:13-14, “Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” Paul used to be strong in his self-righteousness. But after coming to know Jesus, he became strong in his grace. To be strong in his grace means to remember what a sinner I was and still am, and how Jesus has always been graceful to me in spite of myself. His grace becomes the new foundation of our lives (Ro5:1-2a). We know that he saved and called us not because of anything good we have done, but because of his own purpose and grace (2Ti1:9). In his letter to the Romans Paul describes this grace as overflowing, abundant, increasing and reigning (Ro5:15,17,20,21). His grace fills our hearts and takes away all our fear and guilt and self-consciousness, and it makes us truly free. We begin to depend only on his grace, not on our own efforts (Ac15:11) or on putting on a good show. Paul was criticized a lot as a leader, and slandered behind his back. Those who were jealous of him pointed out his weaknesses. They acted like they were very superior to him spiritually and boasted about themselves. But Paul was strong in the grace of Jesus. Paul wrote to them some of the most famous verses in the Bible: “But [Jesus] said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weakness, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2Co12:9–10). We all need to grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (2Pe3:18a) until we are strong in his grace. Are we strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus?

To “be strong” in his grace also seems to mean to be strong in practicing his grace towards others. As a young pastor, Timothy was an easy target to be criticized, especially by those older than him. People would oppose both him and his teaching, simply because he was younger. He needed to be strong in the grace of Jesus so that he would not be resentful, but kind to everyone (2:24). When we're strong in his grace, we can forgive those who sin against us (Mt6:14). When we're strong in his grace, we can love even our enemies and pray for those who persecute us (Mt5:44). When we're strong in his grace, we can embrace people who've lived a very sinful life. When we're strong in his grace, we can be comfortable to be with sinners, just as Jesus was comfortable having fellowship with the tax collectors and sinners (Mk2:16-17). Legalism or extreme zeal don't make us strong; the grace of Jesus makes us strong.
Second, “entrust to reliable people” (2). Look at verse 2. The things Timothy heard Paul say in the presence of many witnesses are the gospel teachings about Jesus and his grace. Paul taught everywhere that it is by the grace of Jesus that we are saved. Paul explained that we receive this grace only by faith in Jesus’ death and resurrection. This is the core of the gospel. Paul himself received this gospel and then passed it on to others (1Co15:1-4; 2Th2:15). He didn't distort it, but taught it plainly (2Co4:2). He taught it not as a human word, but as it actually is, the word of God (1Th2:13). He called the gospel he was teaching publicly and in many places “the message of truth” (Eph1:13). He also called it “the truth of the gospel,” and he refused to compromise with Jewish legalism so that the gospel's truth might be preserved (Gal2:5,14). In his first letter to Timothy he called the gospel teachings “the deep truths of the faith” (1Ti3:9; 4:6). Read verse 2. Why was Paul so concerned about passing on the gospel truth? It was because even in the church there were corrupt people who were robbed of the truth (1Ti6:5). Paul mentions in this letter four times that these people departed from the truth (2:18), opposed the truth (2:25; 3:8), turned away from the truth and would not endure the teaching of sound doctrine (4:3-4). To combat this, Paul would charge Timothy to “keep the pattern of sound teaching” and “guard” what was entrusted to him (1:13-14) as the most precious treasure. He also charged Timothy to “correctly handle the word of truth” (2:15). 
Who is it that can correctly handle the truth of the gospel? Read verse 2 again. The key word here is “reliable.” It is also translated as “faithful.” Paul says that it is these reliable or faithful people who can and should be entrusted with the truth of the gospel (1Co4:1-2). Paul says it is such people who are “qualified” to teach others. The original meaning of the word “qualified” is “sufficient.” We should entrust the gospel to reliable or faithful people; they are sufficient to teach the gospel to others. We tend to be drawn to attractive, talented people. But who are the “reliable” or “faithful” people? In light of verse 1, they are people who are strong in the grace of Jesus. Because of his grace, they're living not for their own ego or glory but for Jesus. His grace enables them to be reliable and faithful. 
The last part of verse 2 says, “to teach others.” This is another reason Paul was so concerned about passing on the truth of the gospel. If Paul’s gospel ministry ended with him, and even with the small Christian communities he had started in various places, others wouldn't have the chance to learn it. God’s grace  wouldn't be able to spread across the world and down to future generations. Like Paul at the end of his life, we too need to be deeply concerned with passing on the truth of the gospel.
Third, be a good soldier of Christ Jesus (3-4). Read verse 3. This verse is very similar to what Paul wrote back in 1:8: “So do not be ashamed of the testimony about our Lord or of me his prisoner. Rather, join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God.” The same Greek word is used in both verses: it means to “join together in suffering” or “take my share of suffering.” Suffering for the gospel isn't just for some special people. According to the Bible, we all have a share in suffering for the gospel. We’re all to share in Jesus’ sufferings, so that we may also share in his glory (Ro8:17). In 2 Corinthians 1:5 Paul encourages us to “share abundantly in the sufferings of Christ.” We’re called not only to believe in Christ but also to suffer for him (Php1:29). Paul’s own ambition was to know Christ more and more through participating in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death (Php3:10). We too are called to follow in the steps of Jesus who suffered for sinful people (1Pe2:21). Apostle John calls himself “your brother and companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus” (Rev1:9). We’re all called to be soldiers of Christ (Php2:25; Phl1:2).
Here in verse 3 Paul says we should suffer “like a good soldier of Christ Jesus.” When suffering comes, a good soldier doesn’t become weak or sick or make excuses and disappear. Rather, a good soldier joins with his companions in suffering. At the end of the movie “300,” while all the Spartan soldiers lay dying of their wounds, a loyal soldier says to his king, Leonidas, who was also a soldier, “It’s a privilege to lay dying next to you.” And Leonidas says to him, “It’s been an honor to serve with you.” Their battle was only for the honor of Sparta; their courage and willingness to suffer were beautiful, but it was all kind of meaningless. But our battle is to spread the good news of Jesus. To suffer together for this cause is truly meaningful. When we suffer together for Jesus, we can respect and love each other and be loyal to one another, even unto death.
Here, Paul, who was much older, encourages Timothy to join him in suffering. This old man Paul was shivering, deserted and lonely in a prison cell. He was suffering for Christ to the end of his life. But he was so sure it was a blessed thing that he called his dear spiritual son Timothy to join him in the suffering. Parents are often willing to suffer themselves, but they don’t want their children to suffer. They try to shelter their children from suffering, even after they become adults. But Paul boldly encouraged Timothy to join him in suffering like a good soldier of Christ Jesus. This tells us that we need to be so convinced of the blessing of suffering for Jesus that we can encourage others, even those we love dearly, to join in this suffering.

Read verse 4. The first important word here is “entangled.” Paul isn't saying that civilian affairs are all evil. He’s just saying that as good soldiers, we shouldn’t get entangled in them. What are “civilian affairs”? They are enjoying our families, our spouse and children, our homes, our businesses or jobs. These are all normal activities. But as soldiers of Christ we shouldn’t get entangled in them. It means we should make serving Jesus our first priority. Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 7:29a-31: “From now on those who have wives should live as if they do not; those who mourn, as if they did not; those who are happy, as if they were not; those who buy something, as if it were not theirs to keep; those who use the things of this world, as if not engrossed in them. For this world in its present form is passing away.” It requires great self-discipline to live like this.
Why do we have to live this way, not entangled in civilian affairs? Paul says in verse 4b it's so that we can “please our commanding officer.” It means we need to learn to love Jesus more than anyone and anything else in this world. We need to make ourselves ready and willing to suffer for him at any time. It means making painful personal sacrifices to put him first. But our motive in making such sacrifices needs to be clear: to please him. Innately we live to please ourselves; we want to make ourselves more comfortable and more glorious. How can we have the desire to please our commanding officer Jesus? Again, in light of verse 1, it’s when we remember his amazing grace. It’s his grace that moves our hearts to want to please him. It’s his grace that strengthens us not to get entangled in the ease and pleasures of the world, but to keep on suffering with others for his gospel. 
To further inspire Timothy, Paul mentions the good example of the athlete and the farmer. Read verses 5-6. The rule for Christians is the same for all of us: we need to persevere under trial and be faithful to Jesus even unto death (Jas1:12; Rev2:10). We all need to follow the farmer’s example of suffering hard work. What is the hard work we need to do? It is the hard work of working in God’s harvest field, sharing the gospel with people who don't know him (Lk10:2). It’s the hard work of giving and helping those who are weak (Ac20:35). It’s the hard work of laboring with our own hands to serve people, even when they curse or persecute us (1Co4:12). We need to reflect on the examples of a good soldier, athlete or farmer, so that we can have insight on how to suffer for Christ.
While suffering, Paul gives Timothy a great reminder. Read verse 8. We need to remember that Jesus was raised from dead. When we do, we're not afraid of suffering; we receive new strength and hope while we suffer. We also need to remember that Jesus was descended from David—it means that this Jesus is our spiritual King, too. It is a great honor and privilege to suffer for our King Jesus. Another motivation to suffer is that, though we may be chained by our situation, God’s word is not chained; God is still working powerfully (9). Paul shares a final personal reason for his suffering in verse 10. He says it is for the sake of the elect. He wants to set a good example of suffering, so that somehow he might be a good influence. In verses 11-13 Paul concludes with a poem or hymn about Christian suffering. Let’s read these verses.
May God help us to be strong in the grace of Jesus. May he help us to pass on the gospel truths. Most of all, may he grant us the faith to join in suffering like good soldiers of Christ Jesus.
