Keep On Fighting! – 1 Timothy 6:11-16

Dear Christian friends.  Training is key for being a good athlete. And that training goes on throughout the year doesn’t it?  And at the core of training is physical fitness.  Maybe you remember when, if a kid misbehaved in school, they weren’t allowed to participate in Phy-Ed.  That’s frowned on now.  Even if kids aren’t involved in extra-curricular sports it’s important to get exercise.  Football players spend time in the weight room during the off season and may even have captain practices.  Basketball players run during the off season.  Baseball players may spend time at the batting cages.  What’s true for music is also true for sports and that is that there is a difference between practice and rehearsal.  Practice is something you do by yourself.  In the case of a musician they play through their parts and drill the difficult passages and go over and over them again and again until they have it down.  That’s not something they can expect to do during a rehearsal with 20 other people there.  You’d be taking time away from them and the rehearsal.  Sure you have drills in extra-curricular sports practices.  And those drills are designed to work several specific muscle groups.  The whole idea of a drill is it’s repetitive nature.  You do the same thing over and over again.  But you can’t expect to show up for your first practice, especially in professional sports, and be out of shape or those drills will be extremely difficult. 
Athletes, especially professionals have to stay in top physical shape throughout the season.  Their diets, exercise, sleeping, their whole life is strictly regimented so that their bodies are at their peak.  In our second lesson today the Apostle Paul encourages us to be like professional athletes. Because we too have a struggle before us and we need to be in shape.  So KEEP ON FIGHTING. In order to do this we need to discipline ourselves for battle. We need to be offensive as we face our struggles. And remember that our duty in this fight is to guard the gospel.

So how do we start our training?  What do we need to discipline ourselves against? Paul tells us – he says that we need to discipline ourselves against the love of money. He gives us a couple of good reasons.  The first reason is that wealth and earthly possessions don’t last. New cars rust and their engines fail. New appliances eventually break down. New clothes wear out. Money can disappear overnight – just ask someone who invests in the stock market to confirm this.  Even if we buy things with a lifetime warranty, and even if we accumulate enough money to last us for our entire life – what happens to these things when we die? They aren’t coming with us.  The second reason Paul gives us for disciplining ourselves against the love of money is this: “For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.” If we’re going to keep on fighting spiritual battles we have to fight AGAINST evil. We can’t be the source of it.  That battle actually begins within ourselves. That battle is against our sinful nature that desires so strongly to tempt us to put our trust in wealth. Paul tells us what has happened to those who succumbed to this temptation. He says, “Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith, and pierced themselves with many griefs.” That battle is serious. 

So Paul gives a strategy which will help us overcome our sinful nature and its desire for wealth. He tells us how to discipline ourselves for our own personal battles against the love of money.  He tells us that, “Godliness with contentment is great gain.”  And these two things are joined hand in hand. As Christians we put our trust in God to provide for our earthly needs.  We look to our God to open his hand and satisfy all of our desires.  And yet contentment is something which doesn’t come very easily to us.  Training isn’t easy either is it?  It requires work, and pain, and sweat.  It is so easy to take a look around us – at our neighbors, or family members, or co-workers, and see all the things that these people have and start to get a little jealous. Contentment is just the opposite. Content people don’t compare the blessings God has given to others, they just give thanks for those blessings they have. This is the best possible way in which we can head off jealousy and covetousness. 

As we train and as we compete we need to run away from temptation. The devil is wise and crafty. So our best defense in these cases is facing those struggles and temptations offensively.  In other words not hanging around and exposing ourselves to them. Instead getting away from the temptation, running from it. We can also be offensive as we go about acquiring the skills needed to fight this battle. Paul tells us to be offensive when he commands us to, “Pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, and gentleness.” These are the things which we should desire. These are the qualities and the skills which we will need in battle. These are the things which we will pursue.

And as we compete, we need to focus on the prize, the end result.  Think of the motivation of many high school athletes in our country and around the world. Why do they work, and train, and practice as hard as they do. In order to win – whether that is a victory in a game, or a tournament, or a state championship. These athletes are motivated by their desire to win that prize. As Christians our prize has already been won for us but that doesn’t mean living as a Christian will be easy.  We will face struggles.  Sure, not to the extent that Paul did, but still there are things that try to lead us away from what we know and believe from the Bible is right.  But we have God’s help don’t we?  Athletes who are training only have themselves to rely on, but we have God.  And He’s promised to help us and to comfort us when we fall and to say to us, “I know you’re stubborn, I know sometimes you don’t want my help, but I’ll still give it to you anyways and I’ll still love you.”  
And then finally as we train for the good fight it’s our duty to guard the gospel. God has given us an incredible gift. The gift of his Word – the Bible. The only book that shows the things which God has done for us. The only book which moves us to fight this spiritual battle.  And we should follow it exactly. This means to be faithful to what it says in our own lives. We need to read and study it. We need to put it into practice. We do this for good reason. Our appreciation and love for our Savior, the one who gave his life for us.  That’s our motivation. 

Keeping the gospel without spot or blemish also means that we will be faithful in proclaiming the true and pure message of the Bible to others. There are many in this world who may use the Bible as a tool for their own personal gain or advancing their own personal agenda. They may even twist the meaning of the words of the Bible.  They make the Bible subject to their human logic and reason, some even remove parts or add things to what the Bible says. That’s far from guarding the gospel – that’s destroying it. We need to be very careful in handling the Word of God. We must be careful to proclaim the pure truth of the Word. That is why we as a church body train young men to be pastors. We give these young men the opportunity to learn how to properly use the Word of God. But this job of protecting, of guarding the gospel is the duty of all Christians not just pastors.  We need to know what it says. We need to test those who teach us. Compare what I say with what the Bible has to say. Do the things I’m telling you fall in line with what the Bible has to say? This is your responsibility – it is your duty. Just like the Bereans about whom Paul writes that they diligently checked the Scriptures to make certain that they were being taught correctly. Gladly take this responsibility – it is key in preserving the truth about your salvation.

Just like the athlete who is in the heat of competition we too have a battle on our hands. Everyone is involved in it. There are some who choose not to fight but instead concede to the desires and temptations of their sinful nature. May we never become part of that group. My friends – Keep On Fighting so that you can take hold of that eternal prize won for you. Amen.

