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The final words of heroes tend to echo through history. Think about Nathan Hale, “I regret that I have but one life to give for my county.”  William Wallace, stripped, disemboweled, mustering every bit of energy he can find to give one last cry of freedom to his captors. Or at least that’s how it was in the movie! The final words of people tend to echo throughout history. Today we are going to look at the final words of a man by the name of Paul. We’ve been in a series called The Voyage of Life and we come today to the last things, the final moments, the last words.
There are two people in the room with us this weekend. Those of you who are in that place of old age, of wisdom, our Jedi counsel if you will. You are in those moments of final days. Then there are others who will one day be in that place. Ecclesiastes tells us that death is the destiny of every man so the living should take that to heart. 

Today we come to the end of The Voyage of Life and we talk about old age and we talk about the final things and we talk about death. I’m 39 years old and I really hope that I’m still less than half way to that finish line. So honestly, what I might preach 30 years from now may look very different from what I say this weekend. What I want to talk about this weekend is not about what death is, although there are people in the Scriptures that say a lot about that. I’m not going to talk about how we face death or how we walk through it, although the Bible says a lot about that. But I want to talk about how we can, wherever we are in life, begin to prepare for that moment. Death being the destiny of every man, the living should take it to heart. 
What I would really love to do this weekend if I could is to bring up my grandmother. My gran is 96 years old and my gran has been one of the best models in my life of love, of service to family, to friends, to neighbors. Some of my earliest memories of her, including serving kids in our church and serving neighbors around the city and she is one of the first models I saw of a woman of prayer and reading Scripture. So I’ve been trying capture quick videos of her, just asking questions about her childhood and her life, and while I was home for Christmas, I actually got one that I thought was funny. It is not well-filmed because I wasn’t expecting it to go there, but she started talking about growing up on the farm and she started talking about eating pig brains. So let’s watch it.

[video clip]

Heather: What were you telling us at lunch about eating pig brains?

Grandmother: I said that a lot of people would cringe at the idea of eating pig brains but I loved them.

Heather: How did you prepare them?

Grandmother:  Well you just put a little homemade lard in a skillet and put it in there and cook it just a little bit. Then add a few eggs to it, scrambled, and it was delicious! Haven’t you ever eaten any brains of any kind? 

Heather: No!

So if you don’t take anything else way this weekend, you know how to cook pig brains! Homemade lard is the secret. Ok, so there was no point to that video, no spiritual truth, I just thought it was funny!

What we are going to do this weekend is look at the final words of Paul. We will be in II Timothy. But before we go into this words, I want to back up and talk a little bit about where we’ve been over the past three weeks. May is a very busy month with people in and out. Some of you may be here for the first time, thanks for being with us. We’ve been in the middle of this series that was inspired by a collection of paintings in the National Gallery of Art called the Voyage of Life by Thomas Cole. Thomas Cole was considered the founder of an American art movement called the Hudson River School. It was a lot of paintings of landscapes. They were very allegorical. And when Thomas Cole came into a relationship with Christ, he began this series of paintings. It was an allegory about life and faith.
So let me just review very quickly where we’ve been. The first week, we looked at a painting called Childhood. We saw that in Childhood, a baby in a boat, and some art critics believe that the baby was actually Thomas Cole’s son who served as the model for that. There is an angel behind the baby kind of steering the boat down this very lush and beautiful landscape. The hourglass is completely full of the sands of time. That week, our campus pastors talked about the importance of living in childlike faith and in awe and wonder. Jesus said that you have to come to Him with the faith of a child. And they talked about how we live with that kind of faith.

 Then the boat moves further along in the second painting which is Youth. In that painting, we saw that the perspective of the painting has shifted. We were looking at the river from a different angle and some art critics actually criticized him for changing the perspective but Cole said that was very intentional, that in different places and seasons of life, we have different perspectives. And once again, we see the boat going down the river only now the youth is standing and the youth is the one control the steering of that ship. We see castles in the clouds he is moving towards but what he doesn’t see is the bend in the river and the waves and the crashing rocks that are up ahead. The angel is still there, still watching but letting him go but always under the angel’s watchful eye and we see that the sands of time begin to drain from the hourglass. That week, Pastor Mark talked to us about the importance of making good pre-decisions in our lives, that when we are in the season of youth, when we are in our 20s, we are making decisions that we will spend the rest of our lives managing. So what kind of good decisions are we making and what kind of pre-decisions are setting the framework for those decisions?
The third week we got to manhood and here we saw that the boat was heading toward very rocky waters. The man has taken the posture of prayer. There are demon faces in the clouds. The boat is beginning to be beaten up and the sands of the hourglass are falling but we still see an angel watching over. And Pastor Mark talked to us about beginning every day at the Judgment seat of Christ because that is where we will wind up in the end. 
That brings us to this last painting of Old Age. You notice that once again, the man is sitting in the boat, much like he was as a child. Now, for the first time, he actually sees the angel in front of him. If you notice in all the previous paintings, the angel has always been present, always been watching, always been involved but always from behind. This is the first time the angel appears in front of him. This time not compelling him or propelling him toward something but calling him to something and the man sees this presence in his life for the first time. The boat is completely beaten up and broken apart. The hourglass is completely knocked off the front of the ship and I find it interesting that the man is not looking back but looking ahead to what is opening up for him in his future. 
This painting reminds me of some words that a man by the name of Paul wrote to another guy named Timothy. Paul was a guy who was very, very devoted to his religion. He was very devoted not only to keeping himself pure but keeping all of the Jewish faith pure. So when this guy named Jesus showed up and many people were beginning to follow his claims and believe that He was the Messiah, he made it part of his personal mission to get rid of those people, to bring the Jewish faith back to its pure form. Only one day, Jesus shows up, knocks Paul off of his horse, blinds him because of the incredible light that was emitted and Paul decides to follow Christ. Crazy! But this happened! So Paul becomes a follower of Christ and then he begins to go out all over the known world sharing the gospel, telling people about Jesus and somewhere along the way, he picked up Timothy. Timothy came alongside him, went on adventures with him, went on journeys with him to share the gospel, to plant churches around the Roman Empire and eventually Timothy was established as a pastor of one of those churches. When we see Paul writing to Timothy, he uses language like, ‘my dear son’ and ‘my true son.’ Paul really loved this guy. In II Timothy, what we find is Paul awaiting execution in prison at the very end of his life. He has already written one letter to Timothy and he is about to write another one. So as Paul is sitting on death row, the man who is responsible for the reason many of us are in church today, because he took the gospel outside of Judaism, is writing his final words to what may have been one of his favorite people.
In II Timothy 4:6, we read this:

As for me, my life has already been poured out as an offering to God. The time of my death is near. I have fought the good fight. I have finished the race and I have remained faithful. Now the prize awaits me. The crown of righteousness which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will give me on the day of his return, and the prize is not just for me but for all who eagerly look forward to his appearing.

Paul is at the end of his life and he knows it and he takes this moment to turn it into a teaching opportunity for Timothy. Whenever Paul writes, his language is very layered and symbolic and the more we dig around into it, the more we discover. So the first thing he says is that his life has become an offering. Some translations say that his life has become a drink offering. Paul is borrowing from the imagery of an Old Testament Jewish custom of pouring wine around the base of an altar before a lamb was sacrificed. This isn’t the first time Paul uses this kind of language. When he wrote to the church at Corinth and Philippi years earlier, he talked about his life being a life of service to others and that if he lost his life in service to others, it would be an offering to God.
I think it is interesting that years before we get to this point, Paul is already beginning to talk in the same terms that he wants to talk about his life when he gets to the end. He is saying, ‘If I lose my life, it is because I am a drink offering.’  Then we fast forward several years and we see he is saying, ‘My life has been poured as a drink offering.’  He is realizing that what he aspires to be is what he will become.

Then he goes on to say, ‘The time of my death is near.’  The English Standard Version translates it as, ‘The time of my departure.’ And that word carries with it the idea of a ship being loosed from its moorings, a ship rising on the tide, letting free of its anchor and being carried into the waters into the sea.  

It looks a lot like this painting. It sounds a lot like a quote from C.S. Lewis’ The Last Battle when the deceased children are wondering what is next and they are told they were beginning chapter one of the great story, which  no one on earth has read, which goes on forever and which every chapter is better than the one before.  That’s the adventure the man in the boat is looking for. It is what Paul is talking about in the time of his departure. It is the same thing he alluded to when he told the church in Philippi that for him to live was Christ but to die was gain. He realized that there was more adventure ahead.

Then he goes on to talk about three things that he has done. He says he has fought the good fight. He has finished the race. And he has remained faithful. So let’s unpack those for a few minutes.

He says, ‘I have fought the good fight.’ He uses two words there, a noun and a verb form of the word ‘fight’ or in the original, agony or agonize.  It is the word that is used to describe an Olympic athlete that was training during this time of history. I think we have made Christianity a religion for wimps. We have sold Jesus as a Band-Aid for our hurts instead of recognizing Him as the Great Physician who will cut even deeper into our wounds to bring true and lasting healing. We have sold tickets to heaven and we’ve sold fire insurance policies without encouraging people to count the cost, that salvation is free but it will cost us everything. We have put images of Jesus as a man who is very meek and mild and passive and maybe even weak. We’ve forgotten that this is the man who made a whip to drive the money changers out of the public places of worship in the temple. I think some of our corrupted images of Jesus comes from the pictures we have of Him, or the image we have of Him being the great Shepherd as He is talked about in Scripture. But when we think shepherd, we often think of this blue-eyed, blond haired, long haired man with a little lamb draped around his shoulders in this setting with a lush pasture behind Him. But when you really stand in the wilderness of the shepherds of the times of the Bible, it was rough terrain. It was a harsh time and somehow we forget that these shepherds were the guys that were off killing lions and bears to protect their flock.
Jesus was not a weak man. He died a violent death to bring us salvation. We forget that He is the Lion of Judah. To go back to C.S. Lewis, The Chronicles of Narnia, the children being told about this lion and they are scared but they ask if he is a safe lion and the beaver says, ‘No! His not safe! His is a lion!’ But he is good and we follow this good lion and he takes us into places that are not safe. He doesn’t promise us safety. He promises us sovereignty. And when He takes us through the Valley of the Shadow of Death, He does not promise deliverance, He promises his presence. 

And Paul was a man who understood that his faith was not safe. He was a man who was subjected to shipwreck and imprisonment and beating and going hungry and being cold and being stoned and having an angry mob come against him.  He was the guy that stirred up fights between religious leaders and told a bunch of legalistic religious leaders to go emasculate themselves! He stood toe to toe with King Agrippa and dared him to follow Christ. He knew that his faith was not safe and because of that, he wrote to the church of Ephesus and he told them in Chapter 5 verse 10

Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on all of God’s armor so that you will be able to stand firm against all strategies of the devil, for we are not fighting against flesh and blood enemies but against evil rulers and authorities of the unseen world, against mighty powers in this dark world and against evil spirits in heavenly places, therefore, put on every piece of God’s armor so you will be able to resist the enemy in the time of evil. After the battle you will be standing firm. Stand your ground putting on the belt of truth and the body armor of God’s righteousness. For shoes, put on the peace that comes from the good news so that you will be fully prepared. In addition to all of these, hold up the shield of faith to stop the fire arrows of the devil. Put on salvation as your helmet and take the sword of the Spirit which is the Word of God.
This might sound really goofy but just a practical idea. There are seasons of life where I will wake up every morning and systematically pray through this passage. In a sense, putting on the armor of God for that day. Some of you may be in a season this weekend where you need to wake up every morning and mindfully, intentionally, strategically become aware of the weapons that God has given you to fight the good fight of faith.

We are also told in Revelation that we’ve got two other weapons. It says we’ve overcome by the blood of the Lam and the word of our testimony. We overcome by the blood of the Lamb because He has won the victory. On the cross, He died once for all, defeating sin and death and we stand victorious in Him in his victory! But then we also have the day to day battles to fight. We are in the land of the now and the not yet. We are both saved and being saved. And for those daily battles that we fight, to fight the good fight, it says we overcome by the word of our testimony. Our stories are critical. Over and over in the Old Testament, people built altars to remember the acts of God on their behalf. In my phone, I keep a running list of what I call altar moments. They are the times in my life where I know that God showed up undeniably and unmistakably to show his goodness, his grace, his faithfulness, his sovereignty to that when I hit those moments of pain and confusion and disorientation, I can go back to understanding and remembering God’s character in my life. Our stories are critical. And not only ours but the stories of others who have gone before us.  Sometimes when I face temptation or I face something that life has thrown at me or I face some sort of failure, I am always going to stories of my parents, of my grandparents, of their friends, of those who have mentored me because their stories give me courage to keep fighting the good fight.
So young adults, you might be here this weekend and my question for you is are you living a story that is worth telling.  Are you living a story that is under the blood of Christ and if you are not, start a new chapter today! Get in Christ! In his victory!

To those of you here today who are a little bit older, I’m just going to call you sages, to the sages that are here, who are you passing your story on to? Your story is a weapon for the next generation, for them to fight the good fight and to fight it well. Pass on what you’ve learned. That’s what Paul is doing here. He is passing on everything he has learned to Timothy.

Who are you passing your story on to?

Paul has fought the fight. It is complete. It is forever done. 

The next statement he makes is I have finished the race. In Philippians 3:14, he says I pressed on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize. He talks about it also in his letter to the Church of Corinth when he says, ‘Don’t you realize that in a race, everyone runs but only one person gets the prize, so run to win.  All athletes are disciplined in their training. They do it to win a prize that will fade away, but we do it for an eternal prize. So I run with purpose in every step. I am not just shadow-boxing, I discipline my body like an athlete, training it to do what it should.’  Again, we see that Paul, in his letter to Timothy, is echoing things he has already said earlier in life that he wants to do. He has already said this is what I want the end of my life to be about. This is what I want to be able to say about the end of my life. This is what I want other people to be able to say about me at the end of my life and I’m going to start doing it now. 
A few years ago, Scientific American did a study on Olympic athletes and they found that there were a thousand hours of training that went into a one percent improvement in performance. One thousand hours of training resulted in one percent difference in performance. What they also found was that the difference between the performance of those on the medal stand and those who were not was about one percent difference.  Paul says we’ve got to work hard. This isn’t for wimps. We’ve got to fight the good fight and we’ve got to finish the race.

Another thing this is getting at when he says finish the race, the word is to finish the course that has been set out for him, that there is a specific course that Paul had that he was to finish, that he was created and ordained and destined to finish.  A couple verses before, in verse 5 of II Timothy 4, he tells Timothy fulfill your ministry. I think there is so much we can unpack from that. Finish the race, fulfill your ministry. The word fulfill is to complete, run it all the way through.

When I was five years old, first tee ball practice, we learned how to run all the way through first base. You can overrun first base and that practice was all about overrunning, running straight through first base. A lot of kids get to first base and they slow down. We learned to run all the way through it. Paul is saying run all the way through to the end of your life. Keep running! When you get to the finish line, don’t slow down, but run all the way through the tape. Fulfill your ministry. Your ministry, not somebody else’s ministry, your ministry. I have my race to run, you have your race to run. You don’t have to run mine and I don’t have to run yours. Fulfill your ministry. I don’t think anything breaks my heart more than to see young leaders trying to be somebody else, wanting somebody else’s purpose, wanting somebody else’s gifts, wanting somebody else’s position. Run your race!  Then it says ministry. Ministry is not just for pastor or professional Christians. Ministry is what’s given to all of us by God. How has God ordained you and created you and uniquely designed you to love your neighbor, to worship Him? Fulfill your ministry!

I have finished my race. 

Young adults, how well are you training? What are the spiritual disciplines that you need to practice to train yourself for the race? 
I have found for me that one of the best modes of accountability is twitter. If there is something I really want to do, I will tweet what I am going to do because I know people are going to come back and ask me if I did it. So what I would encourage you to do right now, there might be some spiritual that you need to implement in your life this weekend, prayer, Bible reading, confession, community, just take your phone out right now and tweet it. Say this is what I’m going to do this week. That is one of the best modes of accountability. Young adults, what are you doing to train yourself for the race?

Sages, what are you doing to encourage those who are coming after you to finish strong? We are asking you to run hard through the finish line because when we see you running hard to the finish line, it encourages us and inspires us and challenges us and motivates us.

Finally, Paul says I remained faithful.  I fought the good fight, I finished the race, I have remained faithful. Pastor Mark has talked over and over again about there are two ways to understand our circumstances and understand God. We can either allow what we know about our circumstances to frame what we know about God or we can let what we know about God frame what we understand about our circumstances. We can let our circumstances dictate to us what we believe about God or we can let what we believe about God dictate to us how we view our circumstances. 

I’m writing a book on the book of Habakkuk.  That was a dumb idea but it’s due Friday so I would really covet your prayers! Habakkuk is all about this guy who cried out to God, ‘Bring change to the world we live in!’ and God responds and says, ‘I’m going to bring change, look and watch for it because I’m going to do something that is amazing.’  And then what God tells Habakkuk He is going to do leaves Habakkuk completely confused. What God says is, ‘I’m going to bring change and I’m going to do it by bringing the Babylonians in to conquer to you.’  That’s confusing, and yet right in the middle of the book is this little phrase that God says, ‘The just shall live by faith.’  

One of the most critical parts of what we believe as Christ followers, the just will live by faith, tucked into this little weird minor prophet in the Old Testament. We will live by faith. Paul says I remained faithful.  In Philippians 4:13, he says I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. He is saying I can remain faithful no matter what the circumstances. I can be in prison or free, I can be hungry or full, I can live in abundance or in complete want and need. I can do all of it because Christ gives me strength and I will remain faithful. 

Faith means that we will praise God because we know He can deliver us but we will praise Him even if He doesn’t. Faith says I’m going to be willing to trust that which I can’t see. Faith says I’m going to believe that God is smarter than me and God is more loving than me and I can trust Him. 

Paul says I have remained faithful. It won’t be easy but I will fight the fight and I will run and finish my race and I will remain faithful.

If we keep reading in this letter a couple verse later, Paul talks to Timothy about a man by the name of Demas who has left him because he loved the world too much. Demas is mentioned a few different places in Scripture. He is mentioned in Acts and in a couple of the letters that Paul wrote. Demas was a friend of Paul’s. He traveled with Paul. He helped preach with Paul and plant churches with Paul but he came to a point where he left the faith. He didn’t fight the good fight anymore because he loved what the other side had too much. He didn’t finish his course, he got distracted and ran right off the track. He didn’t remain faithful. I think that might be one of the saddest places in all of Scripture. 

We’ve got a little saying around NCC that says it is never too late to be who you might have been.  I don’t know how Demas’ life ended. I would hope that he would have gotten back on track at some point. But who is it that you were created to be? Who is it that you were meant to be? Who is it that you dreamed to be? Who is it that you were once and you have forgotten to be? God has not stopped being faithful to you.

Fight the good fight. Finish the race. Remain faithful.

Then Paul mentions the finish line. He says that he is anticipating the crown of righteousness because he has longed for Jesus’ return. And he says it is not just for him but for all who long for Christ. He alludes to the Church of Corinth, in I Corinthians 5:21, he said He who knew no sin became sin on our behalf so that we might become the righteousness of God. We exchange our sin for his righteousness. That is what He did on the cross and Paul is saying I get the crown of righteousness. I have fought the good fight. I have finished the race. I have remained faithful. Now I get that righteousness imparted to me. Then he says I get it because I have longed for his appearing. We long for his appearing to the extent to which we have relationship with Him. And the extent to which we have relationship with Him is the extent to which we will fight and will run and will remain faithful and will finish well.

If you are not sure if that crown of righteousness is there for you, all that means is you’ve got to come running to Jesus this weekend. Come running to the cross, fall on Jesus, let Him take you in Him. Salvation is free but it will cost you everything. I don’t want to sell you a cheap version of faith. It is not easy, it is hard. But He wins in the end! When we long for his appearing because we know Him, we have relationship with Him, we want to be with Him in all of his fullness and glory. That is what motivates us to run, to fight, to be faithful.

Know how to use the weapons of the armor of God. Make sure these laps you are doing around the sun that you are on the right track.  Be counted among the faithful. Finish well.

God, I thank You that You have left us with the words of Paul. God, that we get this sneak peek into the life of this guy and his heart and his mind and to the mentoring that he passed down to the next generation. God, I pray that we would take it to heart this weekend. God help us to fight the good fight, to know what our weapons are in You, to face everything that life brings to us, that we would run our races well, that we would run with endurance and that we would be faithful.  Holy Spirit fill us, help us. If there is somebody here this weekend that does not have that relationship with You, I pray that You would draw them into your grace and into your presence. Holy Spirit help us to run well, to finish strong, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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