EFFORT AND DISCIPLINE

Part of the curse placed upon man in the Garden of Eden was that from henceforth human life should be characterised by toil and effort, “In the sweat of thy face, shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground.” It is part of the curse of modern life that so many think they can live a satisfying life without toil and effort. Experience shows, human nature being what it is, the need to put forth effort in order to live is in fact a blessing. A sense of achievement, of a job well done, of rest after labour, these are important factors in the complex pattern, of things which make up human happiness. The book of Proverbs, we know abounds with exhortations to diligence in work and warnings against slothfulness. The following of such counsel is the only way to contentment now and offers the only possibility of hope for the future.  
To imagine that we can successfully get through life without effort is to follow a path which can only lead to frustration and tension.  A successful life, even a life apart from the Truth, if that can in any way be called successful, demands effort and discipline. If that is so for such a life as that, how much more must it be true of life in the Truth.
Now this is a feature of life in the Truth which comes out very strongly in the Apostle Paul’s second letter to Timothy. In his exhortations and warnings to Timothy, and in putting forth his own life as an example, Paul writes of effort, discipline and endurance, attributes which we should not find irksome or depressing. Our whole aim must be to make a success of our life in the Truth. There is no point in being associated with the Truth, unless we are determined to bring our life to a successful conclusion in the sight of God. If we know that effort has always been required of the servants of God, and always will be, and that those who like Paul have lived successfully and been very conscious of that effort, then surely we are more likely to put forward that effort ourselves.  We shall not be tempted to ‘kick against the pricks,’ to seek escape into ways of thought and of living which in the end can only bring frustration and disappointment.  We will live a life which will bring satisfaction now and in the end a reward which is beyond our comprehension.
If we shy away from effort and discipline, as the strong tendency is in the world around us, then the present will offer us very little and the future will offer us nothing at all. Any sort of life worth living is going to require effort. Why not then let that effort be wholly directed towards living the Truth?

Now effort is required in almost every direction in our life in the Truth: 
· the struggle to overcome weakness, 
· to eradicate flaws in our character, to serve in ways which we do not find easy, 
· to follow a way of life which we know must be narrow; 
· we have to fight temptation, 
· we have to rise above our environment, 
· to try to keep cheerful in adversity, 
· to accept a way of life, a sacrifice perhaps, clearly ordained by a loving Father, but a trial which we would rather not have. 
Cross-bearing requires considerable effort. We have to put forward effort to press on when we are weary, to preach when none will listen, to warn when none will heed, and to hold fast when others are drifting. Life in the Truth is hard work, but what satisfying work it is, and how great is the compensation for the future. Of all the effort which is put forth in the world, it is the only effort which will in the end be proved to have been worth while. Much of our greatest endeavour will be unknown to those around, but known and noted  by a loving Father and in His own time abundantly rewarded.
So in now turning to Paul’s second letter to Timothy, the last, as we know, which the apostle wrote, we remember that it was written to stir up Timothy, a comparatively young man, to shoulder the responsibilities, with which Paul had entrusted him. The first letter had given much guidance on many practical matters, especially on the conduct of ecclesial affairs, and now in this second letter the aged apostle is encouraging Timothy in this work, telling him of the need to be firm, strong and active, warning him of the dangers which would face him, and in the course of that instruction the apostle appeals to the powerful example of his own way of life.
So we pick up some of the outstanding exhortations of this letter. Firstly, Paul encourages Timothy by expressing his love for him and his confidence in him saying: "I thank God, whom I serve from my forefathers with pure conscience, that without ceasing I have remembrance of thee in my prayers night and day; greatly desiring to see thee, being mindful of thy tears, that I may be filled with joy; when I call to remembrance the unfeigned faith that is in thee, which .dwelt first in thy grandmother Lois, and thy mother Eunice; and I am persuaded that in thee also." Now here was a foundation on which Paul could build. By showing his love and his regard for Timothy he ensured a sympathetic response to the exhortations and warnings which were to follow.

We can learn from Paul's approach. We stimulate and encourage, not by criticising weakness but by praising what is good and stirring up to greater endeavours where weakness exists or appears to exist.  This was what Paul was doing in his letter to Timothy as w 'shall see as we read on:

“Wherefore I put thee in remembrance that thou stir up the gift of God, which is in thee by the putting on of my hands.”

Those words "stir up" in this verse are literally "stir into flame." The New International Version has "fan into flame."  In these days we have almost forgotten how one used to put a poker in a fire and stir it gently to release the gases, which would then leap into flame, or increase the draught and fan the glowing embers so that they would leap again into lively flame. This is the figure which the apostle is using here. The fire was not out by any means, but it needed stirring up, it needed fanning into life.

Timothy was it would appear somewhat timid, a little fearful, lacking in confidence, but Paul says 7: 
"God did not give us a spirit of timidity but a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline.” (v7 NIV) 
Here, straight away, is the need for effort. Power, love and self-discipline all require effort, and all are essential to life in the Truth. Truly “the meek shall inherit the earth,” but not the weak, the timid and the fearful. Such traits - and all of us suffer from them in one way or another - are there to be overcome with the help of God. So Paul continues "Be not thou therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me his prisoner:  but be thou partaker of the afflictions of the gospel according to the power of God.” (v8)

Endurance of hardness and affliction was essential for those first century preachers of the Truth; it is essential for us today, and for that we need to be strong, not in our own strength, as we shall see later on, but as Paul says here, "according to the power of God."
Now, Paul says that the power of God has already been shown to us. This is the incentive to put forward our utmost endeavour, “Who hath saved us, and called us with an holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own purpose and grace which was given us in Christ Jesus before the world began, but is now made manifest by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who hath abolished death, and hath brought life and immortality to light through the gospel." (v9)

In the light of such a revelation of God's power and goodness towards us, how can we hold back and be reluctant fully to commit ourselves?
Paul did not hold back, as he says that he was appointed a preacher; literally that word means a herald;  a herald, and an apostle, and a teacher, and for that cause he said, he suffered many things. How confidently Paul could appeal to his own example. He had fully committed himself to the work of the Truth and he had done so because of his complete faith in God and His purpose:

“for I know whom I have believed, and am persuaded that he is able to keep that which I have committed unto .him against that day.” (v12)

Here is the basis of all effort, complete and utter faith. Lack of effort is almost certainly an indication of a weak faith. A strong faith must of necessity bear fruit in an earnest endeavour to respond to the One who has called us to Himself and given us this great hope.
So Paul continues to stir Timothy up saying:

"Hold fast the form of sound words, which thou hast heard of me, in faith and love which is in Christ Jesus. That good thing which was committed unto thee keep by the Holy Spirit which dwelleth in us." (v13)

Again, you see effort was required, unless Timothy and others like him held fast and kept or guarded that which had been committed to them, all would turn away and the Truth would be lost. The same is just as true today. We can never relax our endeavours to guard the Truth against corruption and compromise.
So Paul continues, all the time stirring up, fanning into flame Timothy's faith and work:

“Thou therefore, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. And the things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also. Thou therefore endure hardness, as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. No man that warreth entangleth himself with the affairs of this life;  that he may please him who hath chosen him to be a soldier. And if a man also strive for masteries, yet is he not crowned, except he strive lawfully” (2Tim 2:1)

No soft option here, no compromise, no drifting with the crowd, no weak acceptance of the ways of the world. Strength, faithfulness, endurance, battle, strife and mastery. The Revised version reads verse 4 of this second chapter: 
“No soldier on service entangleth himself with the affairs of this life, that he may please him who involved him as a soldier. And if also a man contend in the games he is not crowned except he have contended lawfully”

And the idea of effort continues in the next verse:
"The husbandman that laboureth must be first partaker of the fruits.”

Then Paul writes again of the need to endure hardship, concluding with the words of "If we suffer, we shall also reign with him:  if we deny him, he also will deny us:  if we believe not, yet he abideth faithful:  he cannot deny himself. (v12)

Effort again is involved in the exhortation of verse 15: 

“Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth." 
Now as we probably know, that word "study" does not mean what we usually mean today, the Revised Version has “Give diligence”. Further instruction is given:

· "Don't strive about mere word to no profit and only subversive" 
· "Avoid godless chatter" 
· “Work hard to understand the Word of God and to apply it in your daily, life” (v16)  Using the Word in any other way will create a sort of infection, a canker, a gangrene which will corrupt the whole body. (v17)
In all this we see how the apostle, by his own example and by his words, was stirring up Timothy in his life in the Truth. 

Now, we often take the words of verses 1-9 as describing conditions in the world at the time of the end. But Paul was not primarily describing what would happen in the world, he was warning Timothy of what would happen in the ecclesia’s. The expression “last days” used in verse 1 does not apply only to the last days of our epoch; it describes the last days of other epochs also. For example, the last days of the Jewish age around AD70.  The apostle John describes the latter part of the first century as the last days, characterised by apostasy from the Truth and the development of the antichrist.  This is what Paul is referring to here.  As we know these letters to Timothy contain many warnings against apostasy and strong exhortations to Timothy to resist it.
The words of 2 Timothy chapter 4 are also familiar to us:

“I charge thee therefore before God, and the Lord Jesus Christ, who shall judge the quick and the dead at his appearing and his kingdom;  preach the word;  be instant in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine.  For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but after their own lusts shall they heap to themselves teachers having itching ears; and they shall turn away their ears from the truth, and shall be turned unto fable. But watch thou in all things, endure afflictions, do the work of an evangelist, make full proof of thy ministry.” (v1)

Here again effort was required. We can almost hear Paul punching out the words of that 2nd verse: “Preach the word;  be instant in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine." And verse 5: “Watch thou in all things.” The Revised Version records: "Be sober" Another version reads: “But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardships, do the work of an evangelist, discharge the duties of your ministry.”
Timothy, then, could be in no doubt as to what was required of him.  Dare we say that less is required of us?  Can we say the dangers are less in our day?  Can we afford to sit back and take things easy? We notice the seriousness of Paul's charge to Timothy: "I charge thee therefore before God, and the Lord Jesus Christ, who shall judge the quick and the dead at his appearing and his kingdom.” How solemn those words are. If those words were relevant to Timothy in the first century, how much more so are they to us in the latter part of the twentieth! We know beyond doubt that his appearing and his Kingdom are very, very near, the Day of Judgment almost upon us.  Surely we must be moved by such a solemn adjuration as this: 

“In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge.”
How there was a very powerful incentive that Paul could use to stir up his son in the faith, the power of his own example, and he does not fail to use it. Timothy had firsthand knowledge of Paul's way of life and his experiences and Paul appeals to that knowledge and the effect which it should have, not only upon Timothy, but upon all who had come to know the life of Paul, and of course we can include ourselves amongst that number.

Paul writes:

“Thou hast fully known my doctrine, manner of life, purpose, faith, longsuffering, charity, patience, persecutions, afflictions, which came to me at Antioch, at Iconium, at Lystra; what persecutions I endured: but out of them all the Lord delivered me.” (2Tim 3:10)
No servant of God was to necessarily look for an easier way. All must be prepared to face testing in many different forms, “Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution. But evil men and seducers shall wax worse and worse, deceiving, and being deceived.  But continue thou in the things which thou hast learned and hast been assured of, knowing of whom thou hast learned them.” (v12)

Again we see the emphasis, “Continue thou”, and “Don't give up”.  Effort is necessary to continue. We do not need reminding surely, of the tremendous effort which Paul himself made, and he was confident of the outcome. There are familiar words again: 
“For I am now ready to be offered, and the time of my departure is at hand.  I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith.  Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give me at that day:  and not to me only, but unto all them also that love his appearing” (2Tim 4:6)
Paul had held fast even when he was almost alone.  How sad those last few verses of that chapter read.  
Then in v16 we read Paul is refers to his first trial before Caesar: 
“At my first answer no man stood with me, but all men forsook me: 
“I pray God that it may not be laid to their charge.  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.  And the Lord shall deliver me from every evil work, and will preserve me unto his heavenly kingdom, to whom be glory for ever and ever." 
This was the confidence which Paul had, the confidence which he had all the time to maintain his unparalleled effort to the end: “The Lord will preserve me unto his heavenly kingdom." Whatever came upon him, if he fought good fight, if he finished his course, as he knew now he had done, the future, was assured and none could take it from him.  The Lord stood with him.
Paul had been determined from the beginning to finish his course. We remember words to the elders at Ephesus speaking of the afflictions he knew would come upon him he said: 
“None of these things move me, neither count I my life dear unto myself, so that I might finish my course with joy.”

Those words remind us of the well known words concerning another who fought a good fight, who finished His course, who “'for the joy set before him endured the cross, despising the shame.”  We can recall how the apostle exhorts us to “consider him, lest we be weary, and faint in our minds.”
So now we concentrate our minds upon Jesus. Can we really excuse ourselves if we fail to make the utmost effort of which we are capable to follow him and his servant Paul? 
Timothy needed stirring up. Must we not all confess that we are very much the same? Let us all then humbly accept the exhortations of Paul, that in the day of resurrection and judgment we may be with him to receive that crown of righteousness which the Lord, the righteous Judge, shall give him at that day, and not to him only but unto all them also that love his appearing.

(1979, E.T.)

