LIVING AND HONOURING THE TRUTH
For the past few months we have been in the company of the apostle Paul in our readings from the New Testament Scriptures.  When we concluded the reading of the Acts of the Apostles, that is, Luke's inspired narrative, we went straight on to reading a letter sent by Paul to the saints at Colossi, then two letters to Thessalonica, and then during the past week we have read those two beautiful personal letters to Timothy and another personal letter to Titus, "mine own son in the common faith."
These were last letters, and the last letters from a very dear friend are always treasured.  Paul wrote that first letter to Timothy and the letter to Titus the year before he died, and the second letter to Timothy just a matter of a month or two before he suffered the death of a faithful witness of Christ.

As we know, the vivid narrative of Paul's call to the Truth, his ceaseless labours, his great sufferings, is preserved in the Acts of the Apostles, but Luke, the inspired narrator, lets the curtain fall almost abruptly with that statement we know so well: 
"And Paul dwelt two whole years in his own hired house, and received all that came in unto him, preaching the kingdom of God, and teaching those things which concern the Lord Jesus Christ, no man forbidding him.” 
That was whilst he was awaiting trial at Rome.  After this curtain falls the Scriptures give no consecutive narrative of Paul's doings, his work and experiences, and yet when we read his epistles we can get many little facts which we can put together and get a fair idea of how he laboured right on to the very end.  They give us a picture of Paul in his last days.  As we read and think about them they draw us nearer in love and affection to him.

We Gentiles in this twentieth century owe a very great debt to the apostle Paul.  Have you ever thought what a loss it would be to us if those epistles were taken out of the Scriptures and the narrative in the Acts wasn't there? Wouldn't it be a blank!  His wonderful expositions too, how we value them, what a help they have been, and his exhortations.

I say, as we read those three letters to Timothy and that letter to Titus, we have been admitted so to speak into the intimate communion with the apostle, we have got right into his thoughts and reflections as his probation drew on to its close. The inspired record is silent concerning Paul's first trial in Rome, but we do know there was a long delay after he arrived at Rome, two whole years in his own hired house.  He arrived in the Spring of A.D.61.  History supplies a very interesting background.

Nero himself heard cases like Paul's in the imperial palace, and the ruins of that palace are still there.  It was a splendid hall lined with marble, and when a trial was on Caesar sat in the midst of his Assessors.  He had twenty Assessors and they were the very highest of the land, twenty counsellors of the highest rank.  History tells us that over this distinguished bench of judges there presided the representative of the most powerful monarchy which has ever existed, a man who was the absolute ruler of the whole civilised world.  But what a ruler was Nero!  He earned not the respect, but the secret contempt of his ministers and judges.

At the age of twenty-five he had murdered an innocent wife and his adopted brother and his hands were stained with the blood of his own mother. He was a man shameless, licentious. We are told that his debased conduct even drew tears from the members of the court of his own household. Before such a man Paul, the faithful servant of Jesus, was brought! 
In that great hall I suppose we can picture Paul standing there, brought to trial, quiet, dignified, fearless.  Paul's beloved Master had told him after he had "been arrested in Jerusalem:
"Be of good, cheer, Paul:  for as thou hast testified of me in Jerusalem, so must thou bear witness also at Rome."  
And here he was "before the highest tribunal of the fourth world empire.  He was facing a monster of depravity, but his life wasn't in the hands of Nero, it was in the hands of Christ.  If there were more work for Paul to do his life would be preserved.  He knew that.  If not, with a true sense of relief he would have been prepared to meet the end.  What would it have meant to him?  So far as Paul's own consciousness was concerned it would be "to depart, and be with Christ' which would be "far better."

We say, as far as his consciousness was concerned.  When we think of it, what a wonderful blessing to the saints it is that the dead know not anything.  Between death and resurrection there can be a year, ten years, a hundred years, a thousand years thrice told. To the sleeping saints it will seem less than the twinkling of an eye.  We think of Stephen.  Before Paul was called there was Stephen cruelly put to death.  He saw Christ in vision in his last moments of consciousness, and called to him: “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” He prayed for the forgiveness of those who were putting him to death, Then he became unconscious.  But what will seem to him like the next second he will see Christ in glory.

The bridging of that gap is a wonderful provision.  Like a flash it will be seen to go, and Stephen will be alive again.  And so too with Paul, he was absolutely assured of the resurrection. He was assured of a place in the Kingdom of God.  So he could wait with absolute equanimity the decision of Rome's highest court.

There is no record of his defence before that court but I think we can doubt not that it was framed on similar lines to his defence before Felix and later on before Agrippa, when he stressed the hope of Israel, the hope of the resurrection.  At this first trial he was acquitted.  He was guiltless of the charge brought against him. So his shackles were struck off and he was freed.  What did it mean? It meant that his presence was needed a little longer among the brethren and sisters to help them, to warn them. He was now able to go and see them again, those little assemblies of men and women for whom he had a sincere regard, a very deep affection.  So instead of being in prison and having to send a letter by a messenger he would now be able to go in person.

He wrote to those at Philippi.  He had a very special regard for them.  In chapter 2.19 he says that he hoped to send Timothy to them and to hear news of them on his return.  Then in verse 20: 
"For I have no man likeminded, who will naturally care for your state." 
Then verse 23: 
"Him therefore I hope to send presently, so soon as I shall know how it will go with me. But I trust in the Lord that I also myself shall come shortly."  
That hope was realised.   Can’t you imagine the joy with which he was welcomed by those brethren and sisters?  Released from prison, here he was among his beloved children again, at Philippi.

He was also able to go over Asia Minor and to Ephesus. When he was still in prison in Rome he had written to Philemon who lived at Colossi. He said to him: "Withal prepare me also a lodging: for I trust through your prayers I shall be given unto you."

All this happened in that interval between his first imprisonment and his later imprisonment several years afterwards.

Well, after he had visited, the brethren in Asia Minor, as far as we can trace he was able to carry out that intention he had had for a long time to go right across to Spain and preach the Truth there. Then from Spain it appears he came back to Asia Minor again.  Then from Ephesus he made a journey across to the island of Crete.  That was the occasion of the letter to Titus. But he was now an old man, getting on towards seventy. He was old because of the sufferings he had been through, tremendous physical sufferings.
His last days were much saddened by the corruption of the Truth. Indeed, Paul had foretold ten years before what would happen.  To those elders of Ephesus he had said: “Feed the flock of God.”  He earnestly besought them to do this, for he said: 
“I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not sparing the flock.  Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them.”

It was very sad, wasn't it!  He had spent his life working for Christ, suffering, but he knew this evil work which would go on and corrupt the Truth. So he gave that sombre warning.

Here he is out of prison now, and his words are coming true.  He found that the pure fountain of the Truth was being corrupted, poisoned. Jewish fables on the one hand, Greek philosophy on the other were eating in.  Men were coming in spreading these views. Paul said it was just like a canker.  Another sad thing he experienced was the destruction of many early friendships.  Former fellow-workers had fallen away, deserted.  Unworthy men were pushing their false views forward and they were seeking to increase their own influence by denigrating the great apostle Paul.

We say, at this time Paul bore the marks of suffering for Christ's sake.  He must have been weary in mind and exhausted in body. What did he do? Well, he had two faithful friends whom he could trust and rely upon.  They are the ones we have been talking about, Timothy and Titus.  So he would delegate much of the work to them. He wrote that letter to Timothy charging him especially to counteract the mischief of those false teachers who were so busy spreading their views, corrupting the simplicity of the gospel of Christ.         
What were these men doing?  They were obscuring the narrow pathway, blocking the entrance so to speak, and diverting those who were on the path into what looked like pleasant channels, rather pleasing to the flesh, but turning them right away from the Kingdom of God. Paul, more than any, knew what they would be missing. He had received a vision. He knew what it would be like, the wonder, the glory, the joy of the Kingdom, and here were these false men turning his friends away.  So he exhorted Timothy, He said: 
“I besought thee to abide at Ephesus, when I went into Macedonia, that thou mightest charge some (that is, command some) that they teach no other doctrine, neither give heed to fables and endless genealogies, which, minister questions, rather than godly edifying which is in faith:  now the end of the commandment is - " 
Listen to these three things – 
"love out of a pure heart, and of a good conscience, and of faith unfeigned." 
Those are the three essentials “from which some having swerved have turned aside unto vain jangling;  desiring to be teachers of the law; understanding neither what they read nor whereof they speak.”
Paul does not hesitate to name such ones, brethren who had made shipwreck of their faith; Hymenaeus and Alexander.  Paul told Timothy how to identify the troublemakers.  He said: 
“If any man teach otherwise, and consent not to wholesome words, even the words of our Lord Jesus Christ, and to the doctrine which is according to godliness;  he is proud, knowing nothing, but doting about questions and strifes of words, whereof cometh envy, strife, railings, evil surmisings, perverse disputing of men of corrupt minds, and destitute of the truth.”

We never want to listen to that type of men, if any arise destitute of the truth.
Now, when we come to think of it, this inspired letter to Timothy had an added value.  Timothy was still a young man, and you can quite imagine if there were people of this sort in the ecclesia some might say: "Well, who is this young man coming here- telling us what to do?" You know what the flesh is.  So Paul wrote this letter.  It was a sort of credentials that Timothy could produce.  He said in it: “Let no man despise thy youth; but be thou an example of the believers, in word, in conversation (that is, in daily life, conduct) in charity, in spirit, in faith, in purity.”  That's the power of a personal example.
So, in other words, if Timothy in his life exhibited these Christ like characteristics then his words would go forth with all the more power, with added, force, and if any should doubt Timothy’s authority and despise his youth he could produce this letter to show he had the full, wholehearted support of Paul and he was in fact carrying out a commission laid upon him by the apostle.

Well when we come to the end of this first letter to Timothy we can enter into the deep feelings of Paul as he reflected on the harm done by these false teachers. When we come to think of it, they were the very forefathers of the modern clergy.  What were they doing?  Introducing philosophical ideas adopted from Plato, the immortality of the soul, doctrines of demons, errors about the Godhead, a perversion of all the plain teaching of the Truth.  So we say, at the end of the letter he opens his heart and says: 
"O Timothy, keep that which is committed to thy trust, avoiding profane and vain babblings, and oppositions of science falsely so called."  
Yes, they called themselves Gnostics.  Gnosis.  To the doctor we say, 'What's the prognosis?'  That is to say, what is it that is known beforehand, the course of disease?  These men thought they had special knowledge much above the others.

That sort of man can lead away those who don't study and think for themselves, Paul warned Timothy to beware of them.  Falsely so called, this science, "which some professing have erred concerning the faith."  That is how he finishes.  "Grace be with thee.  Amen." There was his commission.

Now we mentioned that after his imprisonment Paul had visited the island of Crete where apparently there must have been a large number of brethren and sisters, but nothing was organised properly. So when Paul left Crete, just as he delegated the work at Ephesus to Timothy, so now he did the same to Titus in regard to Crete.  He made a charge to him.  Titus 1.4:

“To Titus, mine own son after the common faith:  Grace, mercy, and peace, from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ our Saviour.  For this cause left I thee in Crete, that thou shouldest set in order the things that are wanting, and ordain elders in every city, as I had appointed thee."
He had to get things on a proper organised basis. These Cretians were rather difficult characteristically.

Then we go to chapter 3v9
"But avoid foolish questions, and genealogies, and contentions, and strivings about the law; for they are unprofitable and vain.  A man that is an heretick after the first and second admonition reject."  
There comes a time when you have got to do something to preserve the Truth.  You must withdraw.

Then verse 12:
"When I shall send Artemas unto thee, or Tychicus, be diligent to come unto me to Nicopolis:  for I have determined there to winter."  
So here was Paul in his last days committing this work to Titus whilst he himself went on to Nicopolis.

Now it was in the year A.D. 63 that Paul was liberated from his first imprisonment, but the following year something happened which changed the whole attitude of the authorities and the people towards the Christians. It was in A.D. 64 that the first imperial persecution of the followers of Christ, as followers of Christ, broke out. Before this they had been included among the Jews generally.  But this year marked for the-first time the public recognition of the Christians as a distinct body, that is, distinct from the Jews and distinct from the heathens. We deduce from this that there must have been a large number of brethren and sisters now in Rome, that they should attract this public notice.
In that year A.D. 64 a tremendous conflagration broke out in Rome.  Over half the city was burned down. Nero himself was accused of starting the fire, but he diverted the wrath of the people from himself by putting it out that it was the Christians who did this. So the wrath came upon these harmless servants of Christ.  They were harmless, but hated for their beliefs.  Now while we sit here quietly, uninterrupted, let us try and think of what our brethren and sisters went through. They had the same hope as we have. The same hope of life eternal. 
They broke bread to remember Christ just as we do.  But what happened to them in Rome?  Tacitus the historian tells of the success of Nero's wicked expedient in diverting the wrath of the people from himself onto the brethren and sisters of Christ.  We are told that many of them were put to death in circumstances of the utmost cruelty.  Some were crucified, others were disguised in the skins of beasts and hunted to death, and others wrapped in inflammable material and set alight to illuminate the circus at night-time.  He says even the hardened Romans were moved to compassion over these extreme cruelties.  Tacitus says that the mere profession, only just to say one was a follower of Christ, that was enough, a capital charge, enough to justify their execution.

Now, although Paul was far from Rome at the time of this conflagration we can quite appreciate that so eminent a leader of this body of Christians would have enemies everywhere. So Paul was arrested with no means of knowing the charge against him. He might even have been charged with inciting the Christians before he left Rome, of setting fire to the place, because we are told by historians that there was no end of informers in Rome at that time.  It was quite a profession, this informing one against another, and we can be quite certain that there would be informers ready to speak against Paul.

But whatever the charge, Paul was imprisoned again, this time a much more severe imprisonment than that endured five years before. This time he was charged as a malefactor.  It comes out in the second letter to Timothy:

“Remember that Jesus Christ of the seed of David was raised from the dead according to my gospel: wherein I suffer trouble, as an evil, doer, even unto bonds; but the word of God is not bound.” 
What did he mean, “the word of God is not bound”? You can'-t put any fetters round the Word of God.  He says: Therefore I endure all things for the elect's sakes."  That's for our sakes. “…that they may also obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory."

So Paul was brought to trial.  It was Nero's practice if there were several charges made against a person to hear those charges one by one, and so Paul was brought before Nero on the first charge. No doubt this was the practice that the prefects would follow, because Paul would first come before the prefects before actually coming before the Emperor,  Apparently against this first charge Paul was able successfully to defend himself arid so he was remanded; he was acquitted on the first charge and remanded back to prison to await the further charge.  It was while he was so waiting that he wrote that moving second letter to Timothy. He said: 
"At my first defence no man took my part, but all forsook me.  May it not be laid to their account." 
We mustn't be too hard on those.  Even to profess the name of Christ then meant death. Supposing Paul had needed a professional advocate; no-one would have stood.  He had to stand alone.  After all, the disciples all fled when Christ was taken.  I suppose it was the same feeling at this time.  Owing to this popular hatred it was dangerous to appear in public as the friends of the apostle.  But Paul wasn't alone.  He said so.  He said: “The Lord stood by me.” What a wonderful strength. “The Lord stood by me, and strengthened me.”
Paul didn't need any earthly advocate to speak for him.  He had a far more powerful intercessor.  It is simple, isn't it “The Lord stood by me.” He stood with me, and strengthened me."  As for his next words in this letter to Timothy, we gather that there must have been a very big audience at that hearing.  He told Timothy:

“Notwithstanding the Lord stood with me, and strengthened me; that by me the preaching might be fully known, and that all the Gentiles might hear:  and I was delivered out of the mouth of the lion." 
Delivered at that first hearing, that first charge.

WE can imagine Paul there preaching Christ. He didn’t fear what might happen to him. So, as we have said, he was acquitted on the first charge and remanded to await in prison the second stage.
How he longed to see Timothy, He said: "Do thy diligence to come shortly unto me: for Demas hath forsaken me," he had gone back, he had loved this present world.  That strikes a chord.  Those of us who have been in the Truth any length of tine know what it means when perhaps one we brought into the Truth leaves it.  It is a sad experience.  The sudden death of a faithful brother or sister gives us a shock but what does it  mean?  A brief interval and Christ is here, and there will be a wonderful reward.  But the spiritual death of one who has turned away from Christ is a far, far sadder thing.

When a faithful brother or sister dies - Bro,  Roberts put it in his own way once, he said it is just like going out of a side door quietly from the meeting right into the presence of Christ, and so it will seem.  But those who leave the Truth miss the prize. It is a tragedy.

How moving are these words, they are very familiar: 
“The cloke that I left at Troas with Carpus, when thou comest, bring with thee, and the books, but especially the parchments.” 
Then he talks about the grave evil that Alexander the coppersmith had done.  I wonder what it was.  Perhaps he might have been one of those informers.  He said: “He did me much evil.”  “Be thou ware of him also.”
Well, now Paul's life of suffering is drawing to a close.  All his cares, all his anxieties are coming to an end.  He told Timothy, “I am quite ready now to be poured out like a drink-offering.” But he was anxious that Timothy should carry on the work.  He told him to preach the Truth '”in season and out of season.” There was an urgency about it “Because the time is coming when they will not endure sound doctrine.”  They will have “itching ears.”  They will want to hear novelties, new ideas.  Paul's says they will “turn away their ears from the truth., and be turned unto fables.”
In drawing these thoughts to a close Paul had done all he could. He could say with relief and with honest simplicity:

“The time of my departure is at hand.  I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith.” 

The executioner's sword ended his mortal life and so it will seem to Paul that just at that moment Christ in glory appeared to give him the crown of righteousness laid up for him.

Very shortly Christ will be back.  In this last precious letter Paul as it were drew us all into the circle.  He said: "The Lord, the righteous judge" would give him the crown of righteousness in that day, "and not to me only, but unto all then also that love his appearing." We are among that number.  We are looking and praying for the coming of Christ.   Our failings - we have all got them - we pray every day for them to be forgiven.  We do look forward to the coming of the Lord.  We love his appearing.  We say: “Lord Jesus, come quickly.”
So we can close with a contrast.  Paul knew that a long time would elapse after he fell asleep.  He knew that Man of Sin had to develop, that iniquity and those errors that have engulfed millions of people and will take them down to an eternal grave. 

The Truth would be corrupted. He knew it.  He also knew there would be those who would hold on.  And we - what is our prospect? Christ is at the door, the signs are shouting at us, the times running out.  It is a contrast.

Let us learn from it all how to live the Truth, how to honour it, uphold it.  Then we shall see Paul in that day.  He spoke of jewels in his crown.  Who are they?  
Those who have learned the Truth from him and held to it.  There will be more jewels in his crown than he dreamt of.  Let us pray God we may be there in that day.
(1972, G.C.)
