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In the Name of the Father and of the + Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 I am drawn to St. Paul’s testimony in this morning’s Epistle Reading. Paul 
senses that his life is drawing to its close. There is a sense of peace in the man. He 
is willing to entrust himself to Christ, whom he has served with devotion from the 
day of his conversion on the Damascus road:  
 

I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the 
faith. (2 Timothy 4:7, RSV) 

 
My! How good it would be to serve Christ like that! 
 My goal in this sermon is to talk about the good fight of faith. In this fallen 
world, we are immersed in fighting, contentions, and struggles. Fightings without, 
fightings within. Fightings against finance, against illness, against competitors. 
And sometimes, the most important of fights is with our own heart. My theme is 
that beneath all these conflicts, and foundational to them all, let us fight the good 
fight of faith. 
 Carol and I visited Rome three years ago. It was a celebration of our twenty-
fifth wedding anniversary, and it was a magnificent trip for us. We stayed in a 
hotel near St. Peter’s Basilica; we descended into the Scavi - the archeological 
excavations beneath the basilica - and there we beheld the bones of St. Peter; we 
lingered in the Sistine Chapel and before Michelangelo’s Pieta; we admired the 
Swiss Guards and their wonderful uniforms; and in general, we were delighted and 
inspired by our visit to the beautiful church of St. Peter. 
 But, stubborn Lutherans that we are, we also got on an outward bound subway 
and made a visit to a second great basilica in Rome. It is called The Papal Basilica 
of St. Paul Outside the Walls. A “basilica” is not simply an impressive church; 
rather it is a church with the remains of its namesake. That means, that just as the 
bones of St. Peter are believed to rest beneath the altar of St. Peter’s Basilica, so 
the bones of St. Paul are believed to rest beneath the altar of St. Paul Outside the 
Walls. It is a majestic basilica, but rather lonely compared to St. Peter’s. Not much 
going on at St. Paul Outside the Walls. 
 Like Peter, Paul died the death of a martyr there in Rome. Tradition has it that 
Peter was crucified, as was his Master before him, and Paul was beheaded. Paul 
died during a cruel persecution of the early church during the reign of that 
madman Nero. 
 In this morning’s reading, St. Paul seems to sense that his death is drawing 
near. He has been in prison there in Rome. Now Nero is leading a persecution of 
Christians for a great fire that ravaged the city -- a fire that both ancient and 
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modern historians suspect was set by Nero himself. No matter the justice or 
injustice of the matter, Paul is soon to die: 
 

6For I am already on the point of being sacrificed; the time of my 
departure has come. (2 Timothy 4:6, RSV) 

 
 Paul’s chief intention in this Second Epistle to Timothy is to comfort and 
strengthen his young colleague, who soon must carry on his ministry without his 
mentor. Some of us have been there. Our family still cherishes our memory of our 
final visit to dear old Pastor Raymond Shaheen, who was my pastor and who 
preached here at Immanuel and led a retreat for us years ago. Pastor Shaheen was 
elderly and weak when we visited then, charming and full of faith as ever, but 
soon to pass on to the nearer presence of Christ. 
 In his Second Epistle to Timothy, it is clear that Paul would love to see his 
young colleague again, but it is no certain matter that he will, and so he uses this 
letter to say his farewell and Godspeed to Timothy. 
 This is the context for one of the famous sayings from Second Timothy. It is a 
verse from the chapter just before this morning’s reading. It is a saying about the 
Bible, and it goes this way: 
 

16All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, and for training in righteousness, 17so that everyone who 
belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work. (2 
Timothy 3:16-17, NRSV) 

 
It is as if Paul is saying to Timothy, in place of me, you have the Scriptures. Yes, 
and you have God, who has been your protector from of old and we continue to be 
henceforth, with even more earnestness.1 
 In this way, Paul places Timothy in the same circumstances as you and me. We 
do not have St. Paul to sit down and talk to. We are not able to hear his preaching 
or to ask him our questions. But we are not left bereft, because we have the Holy 
Scriptures, which teach us what the apostles would have us know. 
 Psalm 71 is sometimes called “the old person’s Psalm.” It includes these 
moving lines: 
 

9[O LORD God] Cast me not off in the time of old age; forsake me not 
when my strength faileth. 
 
17O God, thou hast taught me from my youth: and hitherto have I 
declared thy wondrous works. 
 

                                                
1 This line comes from my memory of Chrysostom’s Letter to a Young Widow. 
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18Now also when I am old and grayheaded, O God, forsake me not; 
(Psalm 71:9, 17-18, KJV) 

 
 Well, now St. Paul is old and grayheaded. He is confident that the Lord will 
never forsake him, and he is grateful to be able to say to Timothy that as far as lies 
in him, he has not forsaken the Lord: 
 

7I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the 
faith. (2 Timothy 4:7, RSV) 

 
 I do not think Paul is boasting here, at least he is not boasting in the same way 
as the Pharisee in this morning’s Gospel Lesson. Between the two of those fellows 
in our Lord’s parable -- between the Pharisee who boasted of his piety and the 
broken tax collector who could only beat his breast and cry his Kyrie -- St. Paul 
was much more like the lowly tax collector: 
 

13But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes 
to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ 
(Luke 18:13, RSV) 

 
No, I do not think Paul is boasting when he says that he has fought the good fight, 
for he knows, to his lifelong sorrow, that at one time, he was enemy to the one he 
now counts his Savior: 
 

9For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because 
I persecuted the church of God. (1 Corinthians 15:9, RSV) 
 

 Rather than boasting in the manner of the self-righteous Pharisee, Paul seems 
to being sharing an honest account with young Timothy of how he has tried to live 
his life. As best he could, earthen vessel that he was, Paul has tried to live for 
Christ, and I think that is a good thing to be able to say at the end of a long life. I 
hope to be able to repeat such a testimony myself at the end. I pray that I will be 
able to do so someday. 
 Notice that in his testimony to Timothy, St. Paul speaks of a good fight. Fights 
and contentions and struggles are unavoidable in this world, though if we would 
be honest with ourselves I think we would have to admit that sometimes we 
ourselves make life harder than it needs to be. Through our disorganization or 
procrastination, or sheer laziness, we end up fighting to exhaustion to do the things 
we could have more easily accomplished if we had not delayed. 
 Still, even the most orderly of lives faces fights and struggles in this world. The 
peaceable kingdom, where the wolf dwells in peace with the lamb, has not yet 
arrived, and so sometimes we find ourselves fighting with all our might in a very 
competitive world. 
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 So, fightings come to us. What I want for us is that among our fightings, and as 
the foundation of them all, we include this particular kind of fight of which St. 
Paul speaks: the good fight of faith. Let us be people who engage in the good fight 
of faith. 
 And this brings me to a lovely passage in St. John Chrysostom about the good 
fight of faith. He contrasts the good fight of faith with fights and contests in the 
arena or the Olympic Games: 
 

But is that a good fight, where there are imprisonment, chains, and 
death? Yea, he [Paul] says, for it is fought in the cause of Christ, and 
great crowns are won in it. “The good fight”! There is no worthier than 
this contest. This crown is without end. This is not of olive leaves. It has 
not a human umpire. It has not men for spectators. The theater is 
crowded with Angels. There [in the arena] men labor [and train] many 
days, and suffer hardships, and for one hour they receive the crown, and 
immediately all the pleasure passes away. But here far otherwise, it 
continues for ever in brightness, glory, and honor. Henceforth we ought 
to rejoice. For I am entering on my rest, [Paul says] I am leaving the 
race. Thou hast heard that “it is better to depart and to be with Christ.” 
(Chrysostom, on our text) 

 
 I think that many of you get up on a Sunday morning, wipe the sleep from your 
eyes, have your breakfast, get dressed and come to church because you want to be 
better people in this world. You want to bear the name of Christ with integrity. 
You want to be of help to our world. To do so might very mean that you are going 
to have to do some fighting, perhaps this week, almost certainly sometime in your 
future. 
 And much of the fighting is going to be with yourself. Some people seem to 
have such good hearts that they seem to have no bad impulses. Oh! To be such a 
one! But I am not such a one, and perhaps you are not either. Much of the striving, 
then, to be a good person will be striving against our impulses of impatience, 
covetousness, laziness, lust, even hatred or contempt for others. After all, it was so 
very easy for the righteous Pharisee to slip from praise of his own piety to 
contempt for others, even for the poor man on his knees nearby: 
 

11The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank thee 
that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like 
this tax collector. (Luke 18:11, RSV) 
 

 It is bad enough that we have to fight with our competitors to try to make a 
living in this world. It is even harder, sometimes, to have to fight with our own 
hearts. 
 But Chrysostom is right: the angels, the heavenly host, and above all God 
himself, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, regard this good fight of yours below and 
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cheer you onwards. And the rewards of this good fight are not a perishable olive 
wreath, but something more important: the welfare of your neighbor, of your 
family, of that one God has entrusted to you to deal with, and the welfare of your 
own soul. Fight the good fight of faith, then, for their sake, and for your own. 
 When Paul looks ahead and sees his own death fast approaching, he remains 
calm and confident. Indeed, he speaks of a reward -- a certain crown for himself, 
and the same crown for you and me too: 
 

8Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which 
the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not 
only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. (2 Timothy 4:8, 
RSV) 
 

 You are they who have loved the appearing of Christ. You have heard his story 
and tossed in your fate to his. Cling to him. Conform yourself to him. Love others 
as he has loved you. Fight the good fight of faith and leave the rest to Jesus Christ, 
to whom belongs the glory, with the Father and the Holy Spirit, now and forever. 
Amen. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


