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I. A Proverbial Pep Talk for Timothy 

Near the start of our text, St. Paul throws three short proverbs at Pastor Timothy. 
 

“No soldier gets entangled in civilian pursuits, since his aim is to please the one who enlisted 
him.” The lesson: stay on task. 

 
“An athlete is not crowned unless he competes according to the rules.” The lesson: follow the 

rules. 

 
“It is the hard-working farmer who ought to have the first share of the crops.” The lesson: 

don’t slack off. 
 

Stay on task. Follow the rules. Don’t slack off. Because Paul wrote these things to Timothy, 

we deduce that he needed to hear them. Given the context, we can make some more 
assumptions. We already established last week that Pastor Timothy was a timid sort, and boldly 

proclaiming the unpopular Gospel didn’t come naturally to him. When Paul tells him to stay on 
task and work hard, he puts it in the context of suffering: “Share in the suffering as a good 

soldier of Christ Jesus.” If you’re timid like Timothy, it’s easy to want to wander off course when 
you’re suffering for what you already have a tough time doing.  

 

So Paul gives Timothy the pep talk and tells him to stick with it. Preaching the Gospel in an 
unbelieving world will involve suffering and hardship—remember that Paul is writing this from 

prison. Timothy’s sinful flesh is going to balk, so Paul sends some Law his way to remind him of 
the tasks to which he’s been called. The message is not, “Do what you feel like doing,” but “Do 

what you’ve been called to do.” Timothy hasn’t been set free by Christ from sin in order to not 
proclaim the Gospel. He’s been set free to do what the Lord would have him do. So Paul tells 
him: stay on task. Don’t be discouraged. Don’t slack off. 

 
It’s sound advice, but let’s be clear: this isn’t the core of Christian life. The message is not, 

“If you kick it in gear, then God will be pleased.” Rather, it’s “Confess your sins of distraction, 

inaction and rule-breaking, because Christ has died for these, too. By His forgiveness, He sets 
you free to do His will.” That’s why the rest of this text is just dripping with Gospel. The chapter 

begins, “You then, my child, be strengthened by the grace that is in Christ Jesus.” Timothy, 
where your sins might accuse you of your weakness, Christ has died for your sins to strengthen 

you. Furthermore, the text goes on to tell Timothy exactly where to find this grace: “Be 
strengthened by…what you have heard from me.” Timothy is to hear and meditate upon the 

Word of God, because faith and forgiveness and strength come in that Word. Paul tells Timothy 

about Jesus’ forgiveness and presence before he ever gets to these proverbs.  
 

And what does he say after the Law? More Gospel! “Remember Jesus Christ, risen from the 
dead, the offspring of David, as preached in my Gospel.” See, as Timothy hears that Law, there 

could be two nasty results. He might say, “This is too much for me—I’m going to quit being a 

disciple of Jesus.” In which case, Paul says, “Remember that your salvation isn’t in how well you 
do, but that Jesus has done well for you—He’s already died for you, and He’s already risen from 

the dead! He’s your strength!” Or Timothy might heed Paul’s commands, but start to think, “Now 
I’m really a Christian because I’ve overcome distraction, inaction and discouragement. I’m really 
cookin’!” In which case, Paul declares, “Remember the source of grace and strength—not your 



actions, but Jesus who has died and is risen for you. Your commitment and dedication will waver, 

but Christ remains wholly committed to you.” 
 

And finally, Paul proclaims this trustworthy saying: “If we have died with him, we will also 
live with him; 12if we endure, we will also reign with him; if we deny him, he also will deny us; 13if 

we are faithless, he remains faithful—for he cannot deny himself.” 

 
Timothy, you’ve died with Christ in Holy Baptism. Therefore, you will live with Him forever. 

Timothy, endure by His grace in the faith. You will also reign with Him. 
If you deny Him—if you don’t want His grace and eternal life, He won’t compel you to live.” 

But if you are faithless, Timothy, He is faithful. He doesn’t change, which is why His grace is 
certain. He’s made you His, and He’ll keep pursuing you with grace for the rest of your life.  

 

II. Sloth and Salvation 
Life means labor, work, effort. Why? Because that’s how God designed it. He created Adam 

and Eve in His image as servants, and He commanded them to work at tending the Garden and 
taking care of each other. God created you to do things. Ephesians 2:10 declares, “For we are 
[God’s] workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, 

that we should walk in them.” So godly labor is a good thing. Work isn’t a part of sin’s curse. 
Rather, sin afflicts your work with various thorns so that you hate the gift of labor God has given.  

 
Let’s be clear: you’re saved by grace, not works. Heaven is yours because Jesus has done all 

the work of living for you, dying for you, rising for you and ascending for you. He’s done all the 
work of giving you forgiveness and faith in Baptism, and continues to forgive you and strengthen 

you in His Word and Supper. That’s the Gospel. It’s all His doing.  

 
As a Christian, you do good works. As one forgiven, set free from sin, you get to serve your 

neighbor. You get to serve God. In a perfect world, Adam and Eve were created for blessed 
labor. As one clothed in Jesus’ perfect righteousness, you’re set free to work, too. You’re created 

in Christ Jesus for good works. So you’re saved by grace and set free from sin to serve. That’s 

why we say that, for Christians, good works are necessary—but not for salvation. 
 

Now, if you’re saved by Jesus’ work, and you’re set free daily to do works, then Old Adam is 
going to want to turn that on its head. It’s going to declare the opposite. In other words, since 

Jesus declares you’re saved by grace, your sinful flesh will always tempt you to believe that 

you’re saved by works. And since Jesus declares you’re set free to serve, Old Adam will always 
whisper that you shouldn’t.  

 
So what would tempt us not to serve? Unlike Timothy, suffering isn’t a real big threat—not at 

present, anyway. It’s a different temptation for us. Friends, we are living during an epidemic of 
the most deadly of sins: the sin of sloth. Remember, Jesus set us free to do good works—so Old 

Adam is going do his best to discourage us. Sloth wants rewards without effort, and it pervades 

society today. Sloth makes a god out of nothing, and the idol provides exactly that. It defines 
“art” as chaotic paint splatters on a canvas: a playwright once remarked that contemporary art is 

the product of imagination without skill. Sloth attacks education, saying, “I’m getting an F 
because I didn’t study, but I expect to be passed anyway.” Sloth infects labor, saying “I’ve done 

enough today not to get fired”—or saying “I deserve bread even if I don’t work at all!” Sloth skips 

the book and waits for the movie, preferably animated. It clings to the XBox at the expense of 
chores. It’s sloth that has nearly destroyed morality in our country—yes, sloth! More than one 

commentator has asserted that the rampant immorality in our land isn’t because of lust, but 
because of sloth. It’s not people saying, “I can’t control myself.” It’s people saying, “Doing noble 

things doesn’t appeal to me, so let’s just be base and craven.” (Isn’t that just so romantic?) 



Chaucer was right: the idle mind is the devil’s playground. For all of this, the Law applies: stay on 

task. Follow the rules. Don’t give up doing the right thing. 
 

Sloth will always wear the disguise of inability, as in “I’d try harder, but I just can’t. Poor 
me.” It’s the perfect excuse in our world, but sloth betrays itself: sloth will spend more time and 

energy arguing why it shouldn’t take out the garbage than it would have taken actually to haul 
the trash out to the curb…and maybe all the way to the landfill.  Beware: it’s amazing how your 
Old Adam can get you to work hard at not working—not serving. Against this, the Law remains: 
stay on task. Follow the rules. Don’t give up. 

 

If sloth is going to attack the world, you can bet it’s also going to assault the Church. It can 
go after structure: it can at once say, “I’d help and I’d give and I’d serve, but I have so many 

obligations with a young family! Let the retired people do it!” and “I’ve done my part and now 

I’m retired, so let the young folks pick it up.” Certainly, each of us has limitations and obligations; 
but each should examine himself to see if sloth isn’t whispering in his ear. Stay on task. Follow 

the rules. Don’t give up. 
 

There’s a far more insidious attack, though. It’s the attack on faith. Sloth ignores the words 

of a hymn and measures it only by how easy and enjoyable the tune. It persuades hearers that 
they can’t pay attention without entertainment. It says, “I believe in Jesus, so I don’t need to 

learn anymore.” It says, “Look, I’m here, but please bear in mind that my team kicks off at 
11:00.” For this, too, the Law of our text applies: stay on task. Follow the rules. Don’t give up. 

 
But even then, look out: if you’re one who usually stays on task, follows the rules and keeps 

going, your sinful flesh will use that to persuade you that you’re a better Christian because of the 

work that you do. 
 

So always remember: you’re not saved by staying on task, following the rules or not giving 
up. That’s what you’ve been saved to do, but it had nothing to do with your salvation. No, 

instead you rejoice in this: you are strengthened by the grace that is in Christ Jesus. You’re not 

saved by your ability to stay on task: salvation is yours because Jesus unwaveringly focused on 
the cross and died for your sins there. You’re not forgiven by following the rules: you’re forgiven 

because Jesus has already kept God’s Law perfectly, and gives you the credit for His doing. 
You’re not saved because you never get discouraged: you’re saved because for the joy set before 

Him, Jesus endured the cross and scorned its shame. 

 
Rejoice all the more, for you remember that Jesus Christ is risen from the dead. Alive, He 

does not allow His Word to be bound, but sends His Gospel to you. He declares to you: 
“You’ve died with Me in Baptism, and so you will live with Me forever. 

“I send My Word and Supper to you now, that you might endure. And if you endure by My 
grace, you will reign with me forever.” 

“If you deny Me, I’ll deny you—I won’t force you to live forever as one forgiven. 

“But if you are faithless, I am still faithful. I’ll pursue you with grace, because that is who I 
AM.” 

 
He’s done it all to make you alive, to give you salvation. That’s why you rejoice to confess 

your sins, knowing His grace is sufficient. That’s why you rejoice to labor and serve, because He’s 

already set you free to do just that. That’s why you give thanks to stay on task, follow the rules 
and not be discouraged: because already, before your labor, you are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen  

 


