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Foreword

Are you a leader in your congregation or in the church—perhaps a preacher or elder? If you are taking leadership in any area of the church, this book is specifically written for you.

With the turn of the century—the year 2000—Ballito Family Church (formerly DR Church North Coast) received the mandate to embark on an internet ministry. Initially, devotions written by various pastors were used to send to congregation members. However, since 2002, a member of the congregation has been writing the devotions themselves and sending them worldwide to fulfill Jesus' command in Matthew 28. 

The series of devotions in this book revolve around the two letters of Paul to Timothy. It is not intended to be a comprehensive Bible study on the books but simply to stimulate your thoughts and offer comfort when times get tough. The practical advice that Paul consistently gives to Timothy is applied to today's circumstances and is invaluable for anyone in a leadership position. 

However, it is not only intended for leaders but for any believer who takes their service to the Lord seriously. 

My sincere prayer is that this series of reflections will mean as much to you as it has meant to me personally while writing it. 

Louis Nel

1

Leadership

Introduction to 1 Timothy

Our country is facing a leadership crisis! Wherever we go today, it is the issue that grips people's hearts. And what about the church? Is there also a leadership crisis in the church? The question is: What makes a successful Christian leader? Without good leadership a congregation can hardly thrive. In Matt 9:36, we read about a "congregation" that wandered without a leader: "When He saw the crowds, He had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd." Jesus then says to His disciples: "The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few."

Have you ever encountered a flock of sheep without a shepherd on a road in the countryside? It's frustrating because you can't pass through the herd! A sheep is probably the dumbest thing on the whole earth! Only when their shepherd leads  you can get through. I have seen how a congregation without effective leadership can engage in foolish things!

However, it is crucial to always remember that there is only one true Leader, namely Jesus. In John 10:11, Jesus says: "I am the good shepherd." The most important element of Christian leadership is that we must never forget who the true Shepherd (Leader) is. 

This Shepherd, however, delegates His duties. In John 21:15-19, He commands that His sheep be taken care of. It is important to know that He delegates the leadership to me. I am truly called by Jesus to take that leadership or perform certain duties. I am, therefore, in His service. However, I only take leadership on behalf of Him.

So, I cannot take leadership as I please, but I must do it according to Jesus' instructions and commands. He is the One who sets the goals that I, as a leader must pursue. As a leader, I am not the "boss" but only the one giving direction based on Jesus' commands. He lived out that thought and set an example for us on how it should be done. As the highest Authority in the entire universe, He was nothing more than a Servant, and He even did humble things like washing dirty feet, helping the sick and feeding hungry people.

Is this book then only written for "leaders"? Is it only the pastor, reverend, or leader-elder who should read it? Not at all! Any believer can and MUST be a leader in some area.

These days, there is a trend in the business world to give fancy titles for the simplest tasks, like the toilet cleaner who suddenly becomes the "Head of Hygiene and Relaxation." This makes that person take great pride in their work and everything suddenly shines! The story of Hendrik van der Linde, the "Broom Manager" (you must have read it!), circulated on the internet, where the man lived out his new title with great pride. It is a very clever tactic, ensuring productivity. If we apply the same in the church, the congregation also becomes productive!

In our own congregation, a number of "service actions" spontaneously arose when "ordinary" church members began to live out their passions. Someone started baking pancakes, another made koeksisters. Someone else started assembling affordable, nutritious meals from dried ingredients for the poor. Meanwhile, an individual began holding worship services for Zulu domestic workers. Soon, other people were inspired by their enthusiasm, and it literally exploded into large and extremely successful actions.

Paul originally wrote this inspiring letter to Timothy to explain the concept of effective leadership to him. Timothy was, of course, one of Paul's most faithful companions. He had worked with Paul in Ephesus for a while. When Paul was satisfied that Timothy could minister to a congregation, he left him there as a full-time preacher. Of course, such an appointment had many problems, and I think poor Timothy also experienced many headaches! There were errors plaguing his new congregation, and Paul had to assist him with advice and action to combat it. In this letter, Paul encourages Timothy and gives him confidence to stop that false teaching and solve a few other headaches too.

Today, this letter is of great value to every believer because it answers questions like: How far do my responsibilities as a leader extend? Have I done enough? How far should I go with what people expect from me? What does God require of me as a leader?

Leadership is a wonderful privilege that God gives us. However, we must use it properly for the glory of God, and it should never, ever be used, or rather, misused for my own benefit!

Prayer:

Lord, please teach me to live out my leadership effectively and with great enthusiasm according to Your will!


2

God's Commission

1 Timothy 1:1,2

A few years ago, I received an invitation from the synod of the NG Church in KZN to undergo training as a lay preacher. I was very excited because it had always been a passion of mine to also serve the Word, but that privilege was traditionally reserved for ordained ministers.

So, about thirty "ordinary" elders received training from a team of ministers in the finer aspects of Word proclamation, sermon writing, how to lead a worship service and much more. With great compassion, patience and love, they shaped us into preachers within a few weeks. Since then I have had the wonderful privilege of proclaiming the Word in numerous small villages throughout KwaZulu-Natal, and weekly delivering a message to a congregation of enthusiastic, Word-hungry Zulus.

In the introduction of Paul's letter, we read some very interesting things, and you immediately get a sense of what the rest of the letter will address. Apparantly it's just a nice greeting, but there is much more to it than just a "Good morning!" We read about authority, love, calling, grace and hope.

Perhaps we should first say something about the man to whom Paul wrote the letter. During Paul's second missionary journey he visited Lystra and met this young man. His mother was a Jew who had converted and his father was a Greek. Timothy was already a believer and Paul immediately saw that this man had great potential as an evangelist. However, there was a small problem: since Timothy was partly Jewish but had never been circumcised, there could be issues if they were to visit Jewish synagogues. Timothy had to grin an bear it and undergo the procedure! He then began his training under the guidance of the great master, Paul. What a wonderful privilege! For Paul, Timothy was of immeasurable value on his missionary journeys and he later became the preacher in Ephesus.

In the salutation of the covering letter, we see a beautiful balance between authority on one side and love on the other. Paul describes himself as someone with great authority, authority given to him by God in Jesus Christ. In the same breath he speaks of Timothy as his "own child," and in his words we read of an intimate, caring and loving relationship between him and Timothy. Here, we see an authoritative yet loving father-child relationship!

Today, we don't readily accept authority, especially not absolute authority, because it is so often abused. We have seen it prominently in these "blue-light convoys" where motorists who don't yield immediately are threatened and even shot at. I have personally experienced such a convoy! Authority often means that the person wielding it selfishly enriches themselves and exploits those under them. From Paul's example, we learn that you should exercise your authority selflessly and with great compassion and love, and that you should submit yourself to the same biblical principles that you expect from those under your authority. And if you are under someone's authority, always remember what Paul wrote to the Romans: "For there is no authority except from God." (Rom. 13:1)

Something that goes hand in hand with authority is a calling. Leadership is a command from God, as we clearly see in verse 1. You must also understand that if God calls you, you dare not refuse it. Just ask Jonah! He wanted to refuse God's command! There are many different ways a believer can take leadership, and many areas where you can live it out. As parents, you have a command to lead your children. In the church, you can take leadership as a preacher, elder, youth leader and much more - the possibilities are endless. However, every form of leadership comes as a command from God.

The question is: how do I know that it is truly God who has called me? Surely the most important element is prayerful self-examination. The fact that you see a need may mean that it is God laying a matter on your heart. Along with that, God gives you the necessary gifts and equipment to perform the task. The recognition and encouragement of fellow-believers will strengthen the certainty of God's calling.

However, leadership does not come from your own strength; it is purely grace. God took the initiative with your salvation and in the same way, He takes the initiative with a calling to leadership. You must always realize that you are only a leader by grace and that it has nothing to do with your qualities, popularity, or skills. Therefore, pray for God's grace every time you act as a leader.

Lastly, your leadership must embody HOPE. In your leadership, other people must always see Jesus. Jesus' leadership must serve as the role model for your own leadership and through that, you must create hope and expectation in other people for Jesus' return.

 

Prayer:

Lord Jesus, thank you for the great grace that I may serve in Your service. Please teach me to live out my leadership in love according to Your will!

 


3

Hang On! 

1 Timothy 1:3,4 

Timothy is disheartened: "I'm going to pack up my things and go home! I simply can't endure this with the Ephesians any longer. I'm going home!" 

Yes, the recent times have certainly not been easy for this young man. When Paul appointed him as a preacher in Ephesus, he was jumping with excitement. For young Timothy, it was a tremendous challenge. But now things have started to sour, as he found out that being a preacher is definitely not an easy task. Church members are just people - sinful people! Often, sin rears its head, as it has been happening again now. That time while Paul was still in Ephesus, it had already begun. He remembers how Paul warned the church against false teaching that was starting to emerge. Of course, he nipped it in the bud, but the day he left, his warning to them was, "I know that fierce wolves will come in among you after I leave, not sparing the flock!" (Acts 20:29). Yes, how right Paul was! Those same "wolves" have been trying to devour his sheep for how long! 

And then there's the gossiping, backbiting, and backstabbing. It's enough to make one sick! Talking just doesn't help anymore! 

It's a very disheartened Timothy who opens Paul's letter that day. With trembling fingers, he breaks the red wax seal. "Paul is going to tell me to come home!" the excitement bubbles in the young man. The first words in this letter are like balm on a sore wound. "Paul simply has the gift of making you feel good," Timothy thinks as he absorbs Paul's comforting words. But in just the first little sentence, his courage sinks, because what he would like to see is not written there. "Paul insists that I stay in Ephesus!" Shocked, he reads that sentence again and again to make sure he didn't misunderstand. "Doesn't Paul realise? Doesn't he understand what I have to go through here?" Timothy is so upset that he wants to crumple up the letter right then and there. But he can't resist the temptation to read further. "There are certain people spreading false teachings and you must command them to stop!" he reads further through his tears of despondency. 

Oh, how these Jews have made his life pure hell! Yes, they heard the Gospel, accepted Jesus's wonderful redemption and gave their hearts to Jesus. But then they come with their old stories of "descendants of Abraham." They stand up and recite endless genealogies to determine exactly how they are related to Abraham and which illustrious kings are included somewhere in that lineage. And the bunch argues about whose ancestors are actually better. They never get to the most important thing, the Gospel. Moreover, they're picky about something to the point of being sick - don't eat this and don't eat that. And one wants to be smarter than the other with their "higher" knowledge of Scripture. If they had kept it to themselves, it might not have been so bad, but now they're all trying to influence everyone with their so-called knowledge that only they know! 

Paul knew very well what Timothy was going through. After all, he had experienced these same things many times, and therefore, he knows exactly how to advise Timothy. The most important thing, however, is that Timothy must not give up and run away, but rather face the problem head-on and deal a death blow to the issues. 

How often do you and I also feel that we've had enough and want to pack our bags and leave? For us too, Paul says this morning through this passage that we must persevere and see where the root of the problem lies. Indeed, all this is the work of the devil trying to sabotage. To this same church in Ephesus, Paul once wrote that they would only overcome the problems caused by the devil if they put on God's armour. Feel free to read about it in Ephesians 6:10-17. It would surely look bad if the preacher succumbed to pressure and ran away! 

In our own church, I myself became disheartened at one point because it started to feel like only a small handful of people were fighting a "losing battle." My joy, however, was great when I began to realize that a new wonderful spirit of love and hospitality was beginning to take root in our church. The hard work of those few leaders eventually bore fruit, with wonderful results! Today, there is a wonderful spirit of hospitality and love in Ballito Family Church and all our visitors can testify to it! 

This morning, the Lord wants to strengthen you by saying, "Hold fast!" Don't be disheartened - stay at your post. When you do this and faithfully do the work that God has given you, you set the best example of Christian leadership. After all, Jesus himself was so faithful until the bitter end. 

Prayer: 

Lord, please give me courage and strength to persevere despite all the opposition! 


4 

True Leadership 

1 Timothy 1:5-11 

Years ago, a conversation took place that deeply impacted my thoughts. Little Johnny, still a boy in primary school at the time, when his father said something to him that went against his grain. "Dad, I know Dad is always right, but..." Hesitant and full of fear, he told his father that this time he didn't agree with what his father was saying. Simultaneously, he expected a reprimand for daring to differ with his Dad! 

"Who are you to stand and argue with me?" is often the response of a boss. "I am right, and you are wrong! I am the boss, remember!" Or in the church, you often hear, "Don't come and fuss about changing things now - I am the committee chair, and I will decide if things need to change!" 

In arguments, it usually boils down to one thing: self-justification. The true aim of genuine Christian leadership is to cultivate love. How do you cultivate love? Not by elevating yourself or playing the boss, but by living sacrificially so that you can seek God's honour first and secondly do things for the benefit of your neighbour. After all, Jesus summed up the entire law by saying that you should love God and your neighbour. Christian leadership must, in the very first place have the goal of living out this command in its entirety. Don't try to pursue other things. The success of a good Christian leader can be measured by the extent to which he was an instrument in making loving relationships within his group a reality. "A pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith" (v.5) are the fruits that can be harvested from such relationships. 

I remember synod sessions, church council meetings and the like from years ago where hours and hours were spent on trivialities. For example, there was one church council meeting where the entire evening's conversation (argument!) revolved around the elders' and deacons' attire. Were they obligated to wear specific black suits, or could they wear other clothes to church? Theological hair-splitting about precisely how a certain word should be understood was the order of the day. I found such meetings extremely frustrating, and the result was that I would always dodge away if someone wanted to send me to a synod session! 

In the past few years, I have had the privilege of attending various synod meetings in KwaZulu-Natal. Each one of them was such an enriching experience! All the "bigwigs" consistently went out of their way to make the entire meeting a spiritual experience for everyone attending. The tedious business part of the meeting flies by like a thought! 

A significant part of the meeting is dedicated to telling "stories" of different congregations, their problems, challenges and experiences, as well as the activities of the church in KZN. Everyone is excited along with congregations that can tell wonderful success stories. And everyone sympathizes with congregations where things are tough. Despite people outside being very pessimistic about the church, wonderful things are happening. Such a synod meeting is truly a spiritual enrichment and inspiration for everyone present. 

The theme of one such synod a few years ago was: "On the road with Jesus." Surely one of the highlights of every synod meeting is when representatives from a variety of other denominations and cultures join us for a wonderful conversation where we share stories with each other and then celebrate communion together. 

When Paul writes this letter to Timothy, we see that in the Gospel, it is primarily about the relationship with God. Yes, of course, regulations have their rightful place, but they should never replace or overshadow the intimate, personal, loving relationship with God. If you want to exercise your leadership by making all kinds of laws, you will never be able to plug all the loopholes. You will tire yourself out, and frustrations will eat you up while everyone under your leadership becomes confused and disheartened. 

I think each of us in some leadership position can learn from what Paul writes to Timothy and what the Holy Spirit wants to say to us today through this Scripture. We can sum it up by saying that leadership is not about me as a leader or about making and enforcing laws. It's about living out the wonderful love of Jesus and at the same time inspiring those under your leadership, not only through what you preach but through your entire way of life. With my actions, attitude, joy, and everything that goes with it, I must make everyone I come in contact with hungry to receive that same love that radiates from me and to live it out in the same way with their whole heart! 

Prayer: 

Lord, this morning I must confess that my leadership so often revolves around myself. Help me to selflessly live out Your love and inspire others! 


5 

The Lord's Command 

1 Timothy 1:12-17 

What do I do when I receive some command? I'm now referring to a command in the spiritual realm. Most people's initial reaction is to take a quick look back at their lives and then decide that their history of carrying out divine commands is not as rosy as they would like. They'd rather not risk trying to execute such a command again! 

I received such a command to write daily reflections 24 years ago. My initial response was that I would never get it right because that was surely a very difficult command! I wanted to run away just like Jonah of old! It took many tears before I could finally gather the courage to start writing! 

Paul also once received a command—to eradicate Christians and wipe out the "Christian sect" entirely from the face of the earth. They were a threat to the Jewish faith. His command to eliminate them came from the church leaders of that time. However, on his way to Damascus, he gets an entirely new command, this time not from the church leaders but directly from Jesus, opposing the command of the church leaders! 

Paul had time to think about the command and its consequences. If he accepted it, it would mean giving up everything he had worked for in his life. Indeed, he was a respected man among the Pharisees and he did his work with great passion. Among the Scribes, he had a great reputation because his knowledge of the Scriptures was phenomenal, and no one could challenge him! 

When Paul, however, receives the command to go and proclaim the Gospel of Jesus, he accepts it wholeheartedly, despite his dubious past. It certainly wasn't easy! On the contrary, it was extremely difficult! All his old friends summarily rejected him and dismissed him as just another who had succumbed to the influence of the Christians. On the other hand, the Christian believers vividly remembered how he had cruelly persecuted them not long ago. When their beloved deacon, Stephen was murdered by a group of enraged Jews, Paul was present, expressing his approval. Many believers were imprisoned thanks to Paul's actions. And now he wanted to come and preach to them? It must have been a cunning ploy of the Pharisees... 

Paul's past hung over him like a sword, but he trusted in the Lord. And the faithful Father's grace was sufficient for Paul! Yes, it took several years before Paul was fully accepted, but because he clung desperately to the hope that God had commanded him, his perseverance eventually bore fruit. 

The breathtaking knowledge he gained from the Scriptures and the Law was invaluable to Paul, and he now employed all that knowledge to proclaim the Gospel. Paul had an answer for every argument, precisely because he knew the Jewish arguments so well. As a Pharisee, it had been drilled into him day by day! 

But how did Paul manage all this? For him, there was only one driving force that carried him through everything, gave him strength and comforted him when he was disheartened: Jesus. "To Him who is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone has immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see. To Him be honour and eternal dominion. Amen." This is how Paul exclaims in praise of the One who not only gave him the command but also carried him through the execution of the command, despite his past. 

Today, you and I must ask ourselves the question: "How is it going with the command the Lord gave me?" My very first thought when I received the command to write daily reflections was to try to wriggle out of that situation. I even went so far as to approach several pastors for help. However, the Lord knew better and He closed all the doors so that, reluctantly out of necessity, I had to start writing myself. Today, I can only praise and thank God that He carried me through more than 4000 daily reflections, faithfully providing the message for me every day, messages that have touched thousands of hearts around the world. And that despite my dubious past, inadequacy and unwillingness! Of course, I am not perfect, and I still often shy away from the Lord's commands with all sorts of excuses! 

And you? I don't know what the Lord's command to you is, but you will know! Are you perhaps hiding behind a bad past to avoid stepping forward? Often, that past gives you precisely the knowledge to speak with people in the same circumstances, such as drug addiction. My plea is that today, in prayer before the Lord, you will make yourself available for that command that may have been brewing in you for years. He is faithful, and He will give you all the wisdom and knowledge needed to carry out that command—speaking from experience! 

 

 

Prayer: 

Lord, I make myself available to You today to fulfill Your command. Please make me willing and equip me for it! 


6 

Live Out Your Calling 

1 Timothy 1:18-20 

Have you ever tried to handle a massive amount of work on your own without asking for help? Knowing that you could never sustain it! That's exactly me! I'd rather die before I ask! Many times I almost burned out until Mosbolletjie firmly put her foot down and snapped me back to my senses! My defence is usually that I'm the only one who can do that thing. But then, when I reluctantly and hesitantly ask if someone could help, there are already a dozen competent people waiting and eager to get involved! 

Moses faced the exact same dilemma. From dawn to dusk, he was trapped in the task of solving people's problems. Then his father-in-law came and advised him to appoint men to perform that task so that Moses could focus on the things that really mattered. 

A Christian leader doesn't work alone, as Paul realized  already. That's why he appoints individuals as leaders in the new congregations. Timothy was one such leader and his task was to take the lead in Ephesus. In 2 Timothy 2 we read that Paul instructs Timothy to, in turn appoint leaders. This not only reduces his workload but makes the spreading of the Gospel more effective, and Kingdom work becomes a shared and manageable calling and responsibility. 

It may happen that you have to pass leadership in a specific situation to a person with much less experience than you. However, you know that the person has the potential to do it. The person is then, as it were, compelled to gain the necessary experience and thereby expand their leadership qualities. You're doing them a favour, while you might be able to use your energy more productively. In this way you continue to build the Kingdom of God! 

To work in God's Kingdom as a leader should never be taken lightly! It's not just a hobby or something to keep you busy! Firstly, you must be sure that God has called you to the task. You must be internally convinced that your calling truly comes from God and that it's not just a desire in your heart. A genuine calling is also characterized by external recognition from other believers, reinforcing your inner conviction. In Timothy's case, elders made certain inspired statements about him on the day he was ordained as a preacher. Moreover, he also received certain gifts that equipped him for this significant task resting on his shoulders. 

The external recognition of your calling by fellow believers means a lot to you in your struggle as a Christian leader. It is one of the greatest driving forces that motivates you to persevere. It confirms for you that it is truly God who has called you because your fellow-believers acknowledge your calling. I receive numerous letters and WhatsApp messages, often just a few words that encourage me in my task of writing these daily reflections. I appreciate each one of them deeply because each note confirms my calling and gives me the strength to carry out my task with passion. My plea this morning is that you strengthen the hands of Christian leaders in your own congregation by encouraging them and telling them that their work is appreciated. When was the last time you told your pastor that his message deeply touched you? Let's set aside criticism for a while and replace it with encouragement! 

However, we must know that Christian leadership certainly does not come with status and glory but with service and struggle. Jesus' example is precious for every Christian leader: He was willing to completely give up His "good reputation" by eating with the sinners, tax collectors and outcasts. The Samaritan woman at the well was immoral and no one would dare to look in her direction, yet Jesus humbled Himself by talking to her. He was willing to perform the task of a slave by washing the dirty feet of His disciples. Jesus, the King of all kings, working on earth was characterized by service and hard work without any glory. How do I handle my leadership? 

However, there is another crucial matter for every Christian leader: faith and conscience! You must guard and cherish these two extremely precious treasures. If you neglect them, you are sawing off the branch you're sitting on. Your faith is, of course, that firm trust in God and His grace, the grace that not only forgives your mistakes and sins but also gives the power and ability to act as a leader. And a good conscience is being constantly aware in your thoughts of what God expects from you. But it doesn't end there. Those thoughts must turn into actions. You must indeed do what God asks you to do. Only in this way can you carry out your task and fulfill your true calling! 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank you for providing me with all the tools to live out my calling. Please help me fulfill my task with passion as You ask of me! 


7 

How Does My Congregation Look? 

1 Timothy 2:1-7 

As a Christian leader, it is often necessary for me to be still and introspective, not only about my own life but also about my congregation. I must sit down and ask myself the question: "What is it exactly about my church?" Perhaps even more importantly: "What should it be about in my Congregation? Are we truly reaching our goal?" And then the very important question: "What goal should I, as a leader, strive for?" 

If we don't have absolute clarity about these questions, it can lead to all sorts of unwanted phenomena. For example, you may find that some leaders misuse their position to enrich themselves. Others may believe that a church should be a place for entertainment. The worship service should only be a spiritual experience where orchestras and choirs provide heavenly music for an evening of spiritual relaxation. Often, it's about the excellent preacher who can captivate an audience with beautiful words. For some, the church is an intimate, exclusive sanctuary that is focused only inward—beautiful buildings, a heavenly organ, only the best preachers! 

If this is the case, then the outside world with all its problems is conveniently overlooked. Indeed, a self-centered ministry style can completely divert attention away from God and thus entirely miss the actual purpose of the church. 

In 1 Tim. 2:4, Paul makes it very clear that a church should be in service to God's plan to save all people, not just exclusive church members! This means that you should be a so-called missional church. 

How do you do this? People must be given knowledge of the truth (v.4). What is the "truth"? That there is only one God (v.5) and that there is only one way to be in the right relationship with this God, through Jesus, the only Mediator who gave Himself as a Ransom for all (v.6). 

The question is: How do you achieve this goal? The well-known proverb says, "Words stir, but actions draw." Speaking and preaching usually usually do not help at all. By showing the world with your own life how people live who are in the right relationship with God, you set an example for people to follow. However, this can only happen if you fully dedicate yourself to the Lord and act with great respect towards everyone. Not arrogantly with an "I am better than you" attitude but with humility. To set such an example, it is also necessary to "lead a quiet and peaceful life" (v.2). This means that your life is characterized by outward calm, which naturally shows that you, with your whole heart and soul, accept that the Lord is in control at all times. Such calmness is achieved only when you experience inner stillness, enabling you to hear the voice of the Holy Spirit. 

What do you achieve with such a life? With a quiet, peaceful, God-centred life, you convince your fellow believers, first of all, that through Jesus' sacrifice they have peace with God, and nothing can separate them from God's love. This knowledge also allows them to practically experience inner peace and stillness. Remember: Peace with the Lord is not just a fact of which you are aware and know, but you must take the time to practically experience it and apply it in your everyday life. There are many tools to make it part of your life, such as reading the Bible, meditation, prayer, Christian music and the tranquility of nature. These things help you become aware of the wonderful peace that the Lord gives. 

However, the big goal is that these things should not stay within a closed group of exclusive believers but that this peace should radiate outward to reach all people, especially unbelievers and give them a glimpse of the peace that Jesus can truly offer. It should make them desire to have that wonderful peace and the joy that comes with it. Therefore, it is crucial that you and I, as believers, carry joy about that peace on our faces. That we, as believers, do not exhibit the judgment of God as doomsayers but rather His wonderful grace, love and peace. 

One of the most important points that Paul mentions in verse 1 is "intercession." Most Christian believers quickly dismiss the authorities of our country because they are perceived as ungodly. It is crucial that we pray for them because the possibility of a quiet life often depends on the circumstances created by these very authorities. We must pray that the Lord, through them, will create the right conditions so that we can live out the true peace that Jesus gives. Prayer is a powerful weapon and can work wonders—as many believers have discovered. For example, we have extremely charismatic leaders in our country, but their talents are channeled into hatred. Just think of what such a leader could mean for the gospel if he could use his talents in kingdom work! We can pray for a change of heart in our strong leaders. Let's commit the government and all officials in decision-making positions to the Lord today! 

Prayer: 

Lord, this morning I pray that You will give our government wisdom to create a peaceful country for us to serve You with joy! 


8 

Do Like the Romans Do 

1 Timothy 2:8-15 

And there it is, black on white: women must be quiet and submissive, may not adorn themselves with hairstyles, gold, pearls, or expensive clothes and they may not teach or exercise authority over a man! Go read it for yourself in 1 Timothy 2:8-15! 

Oh dear! Over this passage, women have been greatly misunderstood through the centuries because it is completely misinterpreted! But before we get to the women, let's first talk about the men. Here, Paul touches on a very sensitive matter when he says that we must worship the Lord with a clean conscience, without any anger or quarreling. Oh, that anger and quarrelling are two things for which men are infamous. I've been to church council meetings where men waved fists in anger towards each other. Is that the image of love we want to convey to unbelievers? Where the love of Jesus reigns, such hatred should not dare arise in a man's thoughts. If you harbour resentment in your heart, you certainly cannot pray to the Lord with a clean conscience. Therefore, it is crucial to first bring about reconciliation. 

Now, regarding the unfortunate fate of women, let me make it very clear that for Paul it primarily concerns the honour of God and therefore the image that the women of Ephesus had to portray at that time to contribute to people's salvation. To understand why Paul was so stern with women here, we need to look at the background of a woman's life in Ephesus. 

During that time, men ruled and women had to conform to what was prescribed for them. To begin with, a woman didn't even have a say in choosing a life partner. Marriages were arranged without her having a choice and she had to comply with other people's arrangements. Her main task was to bear children (especially sons) into the world. A woman couldn't just appear in public; it was primarily the man's domain! She had to stay at home and manage the household "as a good wife should!" As a result, women received no formal education and were certainly not regarded as equal to any man. Their entire lives were under the authority of a man and they had to simply obey what he commanded! 

So what Paul is trying to say is simply that the newfound freedom that women received in Jesus should not lead to the overthrow of all social norms. Declaring a revolution and shouting that women were now free and no longer had to accept the authority of men would have meant war. He did not want to create the impression that Christians wanted to undermine the social order. 

To put this passage into perspective, we need to see the bigger picture and read what the same Paul writes in other parts of the Bible. In Romans 16, Philippians 4, 2 Timothy 1, and 1 Timothy 5, Paul writes for example with great praise about women in the congregations. Christian women often excelled in society and were engaged in almost all aspects of Gospel service as leaders where they excelled. To tell the truth, if we read what Paul writes in Galatians 3:28, we quickly realize that men and women in Christ are absolutely equal! 

So, we must conclude that 1 Timothy 2:9-15 only pertains to the women of Ephesus in the year 63AD. The message he wanted to convey to those women was that their quiet and peaceful lives should be a testimony to the restored relationship with God, so that people could be saved. In a way, it is about how the believing women of Ephesus would be understood by their fellow citizens and that, through their behaviour, they should openly confess that they serve God. 

Now, we should not reject the good with the bad and say that we can learn absolutely nothing from this today. The message is very clear: as a Christian leader you must take into account the perceptions of the society in which God calls you. Your goal is not to cause turmoil but rather to set an example of the restored relationship with God. The implication is that believers often have to comply with certain restrictive regulations to their own detriment. Just as the Christian women in Ephesus were not supposed to revolt against the terrible discrimination that dominated their lives, sometimes you and I must sacrifice our own human rights for the benefit of the Gospel so that God's great purpose, the salvation of all people, can be served. 

As a Christian leader, society imposes certain role expectations on you. Your attire, public duties, attendance at functions etc. must proclaim to the world what you stand for. And this can sometimes infringe on your privacy. Through what Paul writes here, he asks us to endure it for the sake of the Gospel. Yes, we should actually go a step further and excel in those things, thereby bearing witness that having Jesus in your life offers a full life in which you continue to persevere in faith, love, and a holy life. 

 

 

Prayer: 

Lord, it is often difficult to stand firm in the world. Please give me the strength to magnify Your name through my life in my society! 


9 

Deacons and Elders 

1 Timothy 3:1-13 

The pastor cannot handle a congregation alone. Paul made it very clear in the preceding passages, using his own life as an example, that even though he was highly capable, he couldn't afford to be an autocrat (sole leader). Even less can any other minister or pastor do it today. Leadership duties and service duties simply must be shared with other capable individuals in the congregation. 

In this passage, Paul specifically discusses these fellow-leaders, the elders and deacons. A very important and responsible task rests on the shoulders of these individuals, and therefore their character must be such that they can successfully carry out that task. We clearly see that it is not just anyone who qualifies, as these individuals must not only perform a task but also set an example for the other members of the congregation. How often do we hear, "Peter did this and that and he's even an elder in the church!" 

To be effective as a leader in a congregation, you must first prove that you are an effective leader in your household. The Bible emphasizes the tremendous importance of the right kind of leadership in the family. There are tragic examples of great leaders who failed in their families and the consequences can be seen in their broader leadership. David was such a good example - or was it actually a bad example? He could not control his sons, so the discipline and the relationship was entirely neglected. The result was ultimately a bloody civil war, and David had to flee for his life. The entire people of Israel were plunged into disorder, misery and blood because David could not lead his family properly! 

The family is the school for any leader. There you learn to make the right kind of decisions. It is also the primary place where you learn how to handle your anger. If a child does something silly and you give them a smack in a fit of rage, chances are very good that you will do something thoughtless if someone does something foolish in rush-hour traffic. That's where road rage finds expression. Before you have learned to handle such things calmly, soberly and wisely in your own family, you cannot survive in the evil world outside! A congregation is an extremely complex "family," where not only a spouse and two children are involved but a multitude of people with diverse characters and peculiarities. It is much more difficult to react calmly and wisely to things. 

However, taking leadership is only the beginning. Good leadership is absolutely of no help if a Christian leader's character is tainted. Hitler was an extremely capable and charismatic leader, but his character was so corrupt that he plunged the whole world into chaos. Paul's instruction to Timothy about elders is that their character must be "blameless." Just to make sure Timothy understands properly, he spells out exactly what he means by such a blameless character. Alcohol abuse and greed immediately disqualify him, and there is no place for a troublemaker in such a leadership team. Wisdom and sobriety are qualities that must be on every Christian leader's CV. In addition, there must be refinement, hospitality and a peaceful disposition. 

It is also important that a newcomer to the faith is not simply thrown into the deep end because it takes time to establish a firm belief. Temptations can easily cause such a person to stumble! 

What applies to elders also applies to deacons. They are primarily the organizers of the fellowship in the congregation and one of their most important tasks is to ensure that no one suffers or becomes estranged from a congregation due to any lack or circumstance. If you ever thought that a deacon is just a collector who collects the congregation's offerings, then you are wrong. The deacon's task is much greater and he must carry it out with great compassion. The modern trend is to combine the tasks of elders and deacons, with a different designation. 

From verse 11, we might infer that women also served in the duty of deacon in Ephesus. If that was indeed the case, it was a huge step on the path of faith, especially considering the fate of the woman we read about in the previous devotional. 

When we read this devotion, we cannot help but look at our own lives. If I am an elder or deacon in a congregation, I must critically introspect in light of what Paul is saying here. Do I meet all the requirements? Is my lifestyle blameless? Am I peace-loving, or am I just looking for an opportunity to reprimant someone? Do I exhibit soberness and wisdom when making decisions in the congregation? Am I willing to be flexible and the least? Do I handle my leadership with compassion and self-sacrifice? Do I carry the interests of others at heart or is it only about my own honour and status? This is a very important matter that each of us must approach prayerfully. 

Prayer: 

Lord, as an elder, I fall so short. Only Your help, strength and guidance can sustain me in this duty! 


10 

The Train 

1 Timothy 3:14-16 

When I was in grade 11, my parents moved to Durban. I had to stay behind in Waterval Boven to finish matric. During school vacations, I travelled by train to Durban to visit my parents. 

The train would depart from Waterval Boven just after dark and travel to Machadodorp, about 15 kilometers away where the carriage would be detached to wait for the night. The next morning at five, the train to Piet Retief would pass, and my carriage would be hooked on to it. It was usually a bitterly cold night in that dreary little town! 

Exactly at five, the sharp whistle from the conductor's carriage behind would ring in my ears: "Prrrrrt!" With a tinny voice, he would shout, "Aaaall aboard!" A white plume of steam would rise into the air as the driver pulled the string of the whistle. Toadstool-like smoke rings would bubble into the cold Highveld air as the powerful locomotive hissed and blew white balls of steam from its cylinders. Slowly and stately, slipping while creaking and groaning on the smooth track where the frost lay white, the black colossus would start moving. The sweating stoker would shovel spades-ful of coal into the hungry, fiery gullet of the locomotive, while the driver hung halfway out of the "window" to see beyond the long, shiny black steam boiler. 

The giant centipede slowly wound its way around the bend, into the icy grasslands of the Highveld. Carolina was the first station where we stopped. But before Carolina came into view, we would stop a hundred times at each small silo, often just to pick up a few cans of milk. They dubbed this train "The Milk Train" because it literally stops for every bucket of milk along the way. It felt like an eternity before we steamed into Carolina. Then came Breyten and Ermelo with a thousand and one small stations in between. Piet Retief only came the next morning and you stood over there for a full half-day! Three boring days of go-stop-go-stop to reach Durban. Three days trying to pass time, staring out the window and listening to the click-clack of train wheels over the tracks. 

In a certain sense, a church is also like a train. There's the staff - the driver, stoker, conductor, and the waiters running around like ants in the dining car while the cook sweats over glowing pots. The rest ride along, eat together, and do nothing else. How different could it be! Just imagine if the "passengers" decided to be part of the team. On modern train safaris, every traveler actively participates because for them, it's not just about reaching the destination, but the entire journey is an experience they want to savour and enjoy every moment of! 

Church can also be a very boring affair. The "staff" takes care of everything: the pastor preaches, the caretaker keeps the church in order, the music team ensures we sing, the technical folks manage the sound and the church council organizes the whole affair. I just go to church and don't pay much attention to what's going on behind the scenes. 

But just imagine if everyone jumped in and started working together; then you realize it's not as dull as you thought! Then it can be enjoyable! 

Paul refers to the church as "the household of God" (v.15). In a household, it's not just Dad working for money and Mom providing food. A successful and happy household is one where each member works together to keep the wheels greased. 

In a living congregation, three elements are crucial: The first is the leader who must motivate his team. Usually, it's the pastor. The second is the other leaders with specific tasks. One of their most important tasks is to inspire the rest of the congregation to work together. If leaders alone have to perform a task, you quickly end up with a burnt-out leadership corps. It is, therefore of utmost importance that congregation members actively participate in keeping the "train" running. A successful "church train" becomes longer and longer because people see something positive happening and want to be part of it. It looks enjoyable! 

So, I hear people complaining that their spiritual life is so dull or has reached a low point. If you are just a passenger, indeed that will be your fate! However, if you decide to be part of the "staff," you'll realize how exciting that "train ride" can be. For me, church is a great adventure and I get excited about many things in the congregation. And because I actively participate, I also see the problems that other leaders face in a completely different light. Now, I don't criticize if the pastor is "slack" but rather try to help him through his work load. I see the wonderful purpose at the end and I am excited that the little part I play helps to reach that final destination. 

But at the same time, it's not just about the destination. The whole journey for me, is one big adventure! 

 

Prayer: 

Thank you Lord, for the wonderful privilege of being part of the exciting team of Your Kingdom Train! 


11 

The Red Rooster 

1 Timothy 4:1-6 

Once upon a time, there was a rooster in a farmyard, a red one with beautiful golden highlights that made his shiny feathers sparkle even more. A crown adorned his head, a proud blood-red comb that stood upright with a windblown arrogance. When Rooster strutted across the yard, everyone knew: here comes the boss! What Rooster said was law and no one dared to argue with him. The hen who would oppose him found herself dealing with his sly spurs. Rooster's primary task in life was to ensure that the sun rose every morning. Just before daybreak, he would climb to the top of the coop and crow loudly, echoing across the yard. Lo and behold, the sun would wake up and rise! All the animals in the yard watched with great respect and awe as Rooster brought the sun up from the grassy field. 

One beautiful day, Pig celebrated his birthday, throwing a grand party that lasted late into the night, with Rooster naturally taking the lead in the festivities. However, a tragic event occurred in Rooster's life: the next morning, he overslept completely. When Rooster rubbed the sleep from his foggy eyes, he was dismayed to see that the sun was already high in the sky laughing at him. Rooster was so startled that he fell from the coop, breaking his beautiful tail feathers. To his great shock, he had to find out that it was not him who made the sun rise! Suddenly, the yard animals' respect for him disappeared like mist before the sun. Rooster was dismayed! He was never the same again! 

If you want to take leadership in a community, you must proceed with utmost caution. Paul devotes much attention to this topic in his letter, particularly scrutinizing the role of the preacher. He speaks directly to Timothy but inspires everyone called to lead in a community. Rooster had to learn the hard way that he didn't make the sun rise; he was merely the messenger of the sun's appearance. Moreover, he had been proclaiming false teachings all those years! He was not elevated above the other animals, despite his perception. Similarly, a preacher must always be aware that God is the true head of the church and they are merely messengers leading on behalf of the Lord. They are not above the community but part of it. Along with the community they must fulfill God's purpose. 

In the first few verses of chapter four, Paul discusses the ministry conditions of a preacher. Believers are repeatedly warned about the challenging circumstances under which the ministry will take place in the time before Jesus's return. The devil is bitterly upset about the situation and makes a final desperate attempt to sink the church. He even exploits preachers to try to destroy the church of God by convincing them that certain Biblical truths are myths. Sometimes, they proceed to preach false doctrines. At first, they are uncertain and their consciences bother them. However, over time they begin to firmly believe that their false teachings are the truth. One example is those who question Jesus' virgin birth and resurrection. Their work could be well described by Paul in 1 Timothy 4:1: "They will follow deceptive spirits and the teachings of demons." He further says, "These false preachers are hypocritical liars and their consciences are dead." 

In Paul's time, one of the sore points was that some preachers wanted to reapply the old Jewish laws, especially the laws about what to eat and what food is sinful. Today, a preacher must still be careful not to preach sin where there is none! Sin does not lie in things but in the heart. You can enjoy everything on earth, provided it is permissible according to the Bible, and you do it as part of a faithful relationship with God, a relationship that involves measuring everything against the Word and thanking Him for it. 

The question is: what should the preacher then preach? A preacher must know that he is a servant of the risen Christ and that he must always present Christ's expectations to the community, even if they don't like it. 

However, a preacher cannot always give without being fed. He will burn out if he is not also nourished! Therefore, he must follow the things he preaches and adheres to. (The daily readings I write often speak much harder to myself than to the readers!) 

It is also extremely important that members in a community also recognize the spiritual needs of a preacher. Often, he also has the urgent need to pour out his heart to someone willing to listen. Scholars say that a pastor has the profession experiencing the highest stress levels. Day after day, he must listen to other people's problems. He must comfort and encourage and bear the burdens of others on his shoulders. When these things become too much, he needs someone to encourage him and strengthen his hands. 

 

Prayer: 

My prayer goes out this morning to everyone who proclaims the Word. Lord, please give them wisdom and strength to continue with their task cheerfully! 


12 

Persevere Like Athletes 

1 Timothy 4:6-9 

The gym is usually a very popular place. People exercise, cycle, run and sweat until they're soaking wet! Some of the "martyrs" pant and puff and every moment is torture, but they persist! Others engage in the most gruelling exercises for hours without breaking a sweat. And then there are always a few who just hang around to be seen or to admire the fit bodies! 

However, the fact is that anyone who wants to be a good athlete must spend time daily in that torture chamber. To be a true performer on the field, your muscles must be supple, smooth, and strong and you certainly won't achieve that by lounging by the pool and doing nothing. It requires hard work and buckets full of sweat and tears. It also doesn't help if you only manage to squeeze in an exercise session every now and then! It requires daily discipline and perseverance to consistently get the right kind of exercise! 

Paul says in verse 8 that exercising your body does has a little value, but living in dedication to God has great value in every way. A lazy, overweight athlete lying in bed all day will absolutely get nowhere on the athletics field. Similarly, a spiritually overweight and lazy believer will get nowhere in the field of faith. They'll just be there! Often, I hear people complain that their relationship with the Lord leaves much to be desired. They keep falling back and no matter how "hard" they try, they just don't seem to make progress. "I don't go to church regularly," usually slips into the conversation somewhere. The symptoms usually include struggling to pray, feeling like their prayers go nowhere and that the Lord isn't listening. Furthermore, Bible reading becomes a torture because they don't understand what they're reading. Then there's usually some strained relationship with a fellow-believer, or even with a spouse. 

These are usually all symptoms of a "lazy" relationship with God. The fitter an athlete is, the better they perform on the field. The same goes for the spiritual life: the fitter you are spiritually, the better your relationship with the Lord. And how do you become fit? By exercising! 

Where do you start such an exercise program? The very first step is to set aside regular quiet time for yourself—a time you dedicate to God. During this time, you become still before the Lord, spend time in prayer and read from the Word. A good commentary makes your Bible reading meaningful, especially when it provides background on the passage. The advantage of a commentary is that it gives you a thorough background of the circumstances when it was originally written, and what exactly the writer meant. It's not just about history; it helps me understand what the passage wants to tell me today. It is also crucial to spend time thoroughly reflecting on the passage you read in prayer and making it your own. 

What do you achieve through such exercise? Knowledge of the Word is essential because you not only broaden your knowledge of the Bible but also your understanding of the circumstances in the writer's time. The second important thing you benefit from is a clearer picture of God's will in your own life. Most importantly, the time you spend with God in this way is absolutely precious. Spiritually, you are strengthened and you learn to live closer to God. 

Now, you can take it a step further and write down every day what you learn from the passage. Start with a single sentence. Later, you can expand it into a paragraph and ultimately you can write a whole reflection on each day's experience with God. Trying to write something that someone else can understand works well. Not only can it eventually be valuable for someone else, but it also imprints the thought in your memory. That's exactly what I do every day. The benefit is that not only do I benefit from it, but everyone with whom I share it also benefits and learns from my experience. 

Now you will tell me that this passage was actually written for preachers. How do I connect the dots? The fact is that what applies to "ordinary" members like you and me also applies to preachers. For them, however, the "exercise" must be even more intense because the race is much tougher. A preacher must be on his toes every day and not become slack for a moment, as a tremendous responsibility rests on his shoulders. An entire congregation looks up to him for spiritual guidance, and if his relationship with the Lord is not up to par, his leadership will be diluted. His task is to teach the congregation and if he doesn't study continuously, the knowledge he needs to convey will fade. He must be a pillar of support for people in need every day and if he doesn't get the necessary strength from the Lord himself, he will collapse under the pressure. That is precisely why preachers are required to attend courses annually to maintain their status. 

In short, I can only summarize: Exercise, exercise, exercise—that way you’ll stay on top! 

Prayer: 

Lord, I confess that I often let things slide. Please give me the perseverance to regularly do my spiritual exercises with passion! 


13 

Set an Example 

1 Timothy 4:10-16 

What a wonderful privilege it is to serve as a Christian leader! However, it is an even greater privilege when someone asks you, "How can I become a Christian?" It is probably the greatest joy you can give a Christian leader, to ask such a question as it gives them the opportunity to share the glorious message of Jesus' salvation with that person. I have fully placed my hope in the living God, not from my own strength but because He has been merciful to me and has given me that hope. Now I have the privilege and opportunity to share it with others because Paul makes it very clear in verse 10 that Jesus is the Saviour of all people including Muslims, Hindus and even atheists! The condition is that they first believe in Jesus! "Who believe," says Paul (v.10). 

My plea to you as a Christian leader is that you will focus on sharing the wonderful message of salvation with everyone you come into contact with in the very first place. The message is simple and it brings so much bubbling joy, not only for the person with whom you share it but also for yourself, your fellow-believers and even the angels in heaven! 

Perhaps you want to object, saying, "No, I am too young, too inexperienced, too old, too whatever!" Timothy was also just a young man in his thirties when he was appointed as the preacher of Ephesus. For those years, it was unheard of for someone so young to take leadership, let alone lead an entire congregation! For him to win the trust of the congregation was an almost insurmountable task. Surely the congregation would have been very skeptical about whether this young man could ever measure up. 

How do you win their trust? Paul's good advice to Timothy was to increasingly focus on setting an example. This does not mean that he had to live in a way that satisfied the older people but that he had to live out the example of a believer's life. Not according to the expectations of other people but with dedication to God. By living out your faith sincerely, your personal life gradually becomes an example for sceptical fellow-believers to follow. 

Even if you are very young, you can still live the authenticity of your faith as a Christian leader through self-sacrifice, trust in God and a life according to the guidelines of the Bible (word, behaviour, love, reliability, purity – v.12). 

The question arises: What should a Christian leader focus on? What is really important? 

You can win the trust of others by shifting the focus from yourself to your calling. It is not about Timothy that the members in Ephesus need to know, but they need to know who God is. It is not about Louis Nel in this passage; it is about the message the Lord is giving through this. Timothy is therefore called by Paul in verse 13 to "public reading, encouragement, and teaching." He was young, but he had the gifts for it so he had to use them. We don't all have the gifts that Timothy had, but the Lord asks of me and you to use the gifts He has given us to His glory. 

If the Lord has called us for a certain leadership task, then we can also trust that He will provide us with the necessary equipment for it. When He called me for the task of writing devotionals, I refused point blanc: "Lord, but I'm not a writer!" I tried every trick in the book to get out of this dilemma. However, once I started writing, I just couldn't stop! It's wonderful! He gave me the equipment I needed so desperately. Take a look at the gifts of skill that the Lord has given you. Are you using them to His glory? I challenge you today: Dedicate yourself to using those gifts fully for the Lord! When you use your gifts, they are honed and polished until they run smoothly. If you don't use them, they begin to wither until they eventually disappear altogether. 

People may distrust you, but if you persevere in a biblical approach, use your gifts, work hard and practice your skills, you will convince people that you are indeed standing for their benefit in God's service. 

Finally, Paul returns to the primary purpose of the church from 1 Timothy 2:3-4, namely to be of service to God's plan so that all people can be saved. Every Christian leader must pursue this goal! First and foremost, focus on your own life and ensure that it is in accordance with God's Word and acceptable to Him. Your reward is the wonderful grace of Him around whom everything revolves. Not only do you get salvation, but so do all who hear and accept your message of salvation. What a wonderful privilege it is to serve as a Christian leader! 

Prayer: 

Thank you, Lord, for being so wonderfully merciful to make me part of Your team working in Your Kingdom! 
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Widows 

1 Timothy 5:1-8 

If your life partner of the past 50 years is suddenly no longer there, there is a huge void in your life. When the one with whom you could share your joys and concerns every day is suddenly not there anymore, you long for a bit of conversation. In our congregation, there is a significant number of widows. These ladies are usually craving some conversation because they have no one left with whom they can share their thoughts and memories. Especially memories of the beautiful times spent with their partner who is no longer there. 

But where are their children then? The children and grandchildren are scattered around the world, Canada, England, Australia, America. Because the children and especially the grandchildren are so terribly far away, it makes the longing even greater! 

In the next two chapters, Paul gives practical advice to the Christian leader on different circumstances he may find himself in. He speaks from mature experience because he himself has been through the mill. He can give Timothy very good advice in Ephesus because he himself worked there for three years. If you are a young Christian leader, you can benefit greatly from practical advice from someone who has been in ministry for a long time. It is also of great value to regularly come together with other Christian leaders and share your problems and joys with each other. It is encouraging, uplifting, and comforting. 

What is Paul's advice to Timothy? 

In the first two verses, Paul explains how to "admonish." This word is a compound of two words: "to call" and "to." We can understand it as calling someone to come out to God. In the original Greek, there is also a connotation of addressing, comforting and encouraging locked in the word. So we can sum up the word by saying that it means to encourage each other by pointing to biblical principles. Paul gives Timothy four different situations where admonition can be applied and he explains that each one should be approached differently. You must do it with tact and discretion. The golden rule is that you should treat someone you admonish as if they are part of your own family, in other words, with great love! 

Next, Paul addresses one of the major issues in Ephesus, the widows. He spends a lot of time on this subject because in Ephesus it was a huge, pressing problem. For them, there was no pension, welfare, or rights, and as a widow they were helpless and at the mercy of others. Moreover, they had lost their life partner and were very lonely. Paul talks to Timothy about how to address this problem. At the same time, he also says that these widows definitely have a place in the church and that they can contribute a good service there. 

In our own country, the state has carried a large part of the responsibility for the care of the elderly for many years. Today, however, it is very different. It is no longer the state's duty but a family task. Believers must be motivated to accept this responsibility towards their elderly. It is, after all, according to the will of God! Paul spells it out very clearly in 1 Tim. 5:4. You also read about it in the Ten Commandments in Ex. 20:12 where it says: "Honour your father and your mother." Paul is so serious about this matter that he says someone who does not comply with it is worse than an unbeliever (v.8)! 

But what about the widows who are left alone without children to take care of them? They are the responsibility of the church! Often, physical care or funds are not the greatest need of such elderly people, but loneliness. A visit or a WhatsApp message at the right time can work wonders. But if possible, try to involve them in the activities of the church so that they know they are not written off but are still needed. 

However, there is another aspect to the matter: a widow should not try to play her need with an extravagant life to attract attention. I'm not the one saying this, but Paul says so in verse 6. Bring your need to God in prayer and He will send the right people on your life's path. 

In our own congregation, the Women's Ministry is actively involved in alleviating the needs at a retirement home in Durban. Regular visits, gifts, etc., make life for those elderly much more bearable. There are also individuals who regularly take care of the widows in our own congregation, help with groceries, nail care etc. Perhaps the Lord lays it on your heart to get involved and bring some joy into the lives of those lonely people. Maybe you can print out these passages every day and deliver them to a retirement home or play the recording for the older people who can no longer see well. It could be the highlight of someone's day. 

Get involved! 

 

 

 

Prayer: 

Lord, my heart goes out this morning to so many elderly people who sit lonely and abandoned, waiting for the end. Please send someone with compassion to them! 


15 

Widows that Sizzle! 

1 Timothy 5:9-16 

Yesterday I mentioned that there are quite a few widows in our congregation. Most of them are women with capable hands. Where they gather, you can be sure things are happening! When you think of widows, the image of an old aunt sitting in a rocking chair with a shawl and a cat on her lap might come to mind by keeping herself somewhat busy, she might be knitting. Not these widows! To a large extent, they are the hub around which the wheel of the church turns because there is hardly any church activity where a few of them are not actively involved. 

When planning a social event, that group is the first to reserve their spot. You can also bet that something exciting will come out of their collaboration! When that group is together, one can expect fun and games! 

It's very interesting that in verse 9, Paul speaks to Timothy about the "list of serving widows." It seems as if these women have been standing and working together for the past 2000 years. Paul mentions the qualities a woman should have to become part of this "select group." She should have raised her children well, been faithful to her husband, housed strangers, helped the oppressed and more. In other words, she must have had very good virtues. 

When a woman loses her life partner, it is a huge loss in her life. For forty or fifty years they struggled together, went through the crises of life together, experienced joy and beautiful things together. And suddenly, he is no longer there to share these things with her. Also, the house is empty and that silence drives you up against the walls! He is no longer there to give you advice, comfort you and do little things for you. In Paul's time it was much worse. Such a woman's entire existence changed because suddenly she had no income and she had to rely on the charity of others. Remember, unlike today, women could not work to earn an income. 

When such a blow hits you, your first reaction is to feel sorry for yourself. The problem is that idleness is the devil's playground! If you sit and worry and do nothing, all kinds of unholy thoughts begin to breed in your mind. Then you have time to invent gossip and stir up trouble. Such a person becomes meddlesome and talkative and eventually just becomes a burden to others! Fortunately, in today's life there are much more opportunities for a widow, especially a younger one, to still live out a calling or profession in society. Idleness does not have to be part of her life today! 

It is the duty of the church to reintegrate a widow into society. In addition to the material help she needs, she must be included in the "list of serving widows." It is part of the care done by a church! Space must be created for these women so that they are not only "kept out of mischief" but at the same time can be of service to society. They must know that they belong somewhere and that they are definitely very much needed in the church and society. 

It seems that the women in Ephesus were very well organized and that they even had to take a vow before Christ to be part of the group of "serving widows." Probably, the vow included a commitment to do good deeds. Perhaps they served as nurses, social workers, hostesses or emergency workers. 

Since a widow usually has progressed in life, she has a rich experience and her faith has been built, tested, and strengthened over many years. These are things that are of inestimable value. Every church has a rich source here that they can tap into and use on many levels in the church. 

If you play a leadership role in your church, perhaps today is the time to sit and think about whether the widows in your church are first and foremost getting adequate care, not only physically but also spiritually. A crucial part of spiritual care is to make them feel needed and useful. So, the question you must ask is whether their experience is being utilized well in the church? Is space being created for them to live out their years of knowledge? And very importantly, are they actively involved? 

If you are a widow, my plea to you today is not to succumb. Become actively involved! Live life to the fullest! Make yourself available and use your talents to the fullest. Not only does it alleviate the great pain and the empty place left by your life partner, but it gives you a new purpose to pursue. It gives you a brand new zest for life and the knowledge that you are needed and useful in your church and society! 

Prayer: 

My prayer goes out to all the widows this morning who are plagued with great pain and emptiness. Lord, strengthen them and give them a purpose to strive for again! 
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Criticism and Compensation 

1 Timothy 5:17-23 

For many years, I have been involved in composing our church's newsletter. On various occasions, someone would whisper in my ear that there was discontent about some aspect of the newsletter. "People are complaining about this and that," the person would tell me. Naturally, a man becomes concerned when people are no longer happy with the product he delivers. So, I began to inquire about who exactly was unhappy. To my great surprise, I had to find out that these "people" were usually just one person! I later learned to ask, "How many people are complaining?" Even about these daily messages, there has been harsh criticism, people complaining that they are too long, too complicated, too full of stories, too whatever. The problem is, if I have to change it every time someone complains, I might as well give up because you will never be able to please everyone! 

Harsh criticism of how leaders handle things will always be there. Leadership disputes have, moreover caused a lot of damage in a church because of this. Of course, constructive criticism is a very good thing and I have no problem with that. Someone once wrote to me that my daily messages are full of spelling mistakes and that it is disturbing. I had to do something about it! For a moment I felt hurt, but it compelled me to take action to have someone (my Mosbolletjie) edit it every morning before I send it out. Today, I say a big thank you to that person who criticized me so positively! At the same time, I say a very big thank you to my Mosbolletjie who reads my daily messages so diligently with a magnifying glass. Negative, destructive criticism is however damaging and such things must be avoided in the church at all costs. The pastor is usually the one who has to endure the most, often entirely unfounded. 

Church leaders must especially focus on dealing with other leaders in the church in such a way that it promotes the work of God and not tear it down. As a leader, you must critically examine your own actions and learn to handle the good and bad points of your fellow leaders. Hardworking fellow leaders must be supported and encouraged, and there must be appreciation for their work. It costs absolutely nothing to say "thank you" to someone! 

Then there is the controversial issue of compensation: I have heard on several occasions how a pastor must endure that he is paid too much for the few hours he works every week (sic)! A missionary once remarked, after it was decided to give him a raise, "Now I no longer have to pray for pennies, but I can pray for souls!" Paul quotes from Deut. 25:4 when he says that you may not muzzle an ox while it treads out the grain. Just as the ox may not die of hunger, you may not allow a person who works full-time in your service to go hungry. He also quotes Jesus' words in Luke 10:7: "The worker is worthy of his wages." 

Indeed, there are pastors who enrich themselves from the Gospel, but they are not the subject here. It is about ensuring that the pastors of the church are properly cared for and that the church should financially support them so that they do not have to worry about material things but can devote all their attention to kingdom work. 

This brings us to another sensitive point, namely missionaries who often work in dire circumstances and have to live on a meager salary. Often, someone remarks, "The Lord will provide!" Yes, indeed, the Lord richly provides for many churches and He specifically wants to use them to care for those missionaries. So, if a letter arrives at the church council highlighting the needs of a missionary - do not turn a deaf ear to it! Our church family is much larger than just our own pastor and members! The need outside is very great. 

Paul touches on another sensitive point in verse 23 when he admonishes Timothy not to "drink only water anymore, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments." No, this is not a call to drink wine, although I would have liked it very much! Christian leaders are notorious for their poor health! Wise people believe that pastors experience the highest stress levels of all professions. In addition, there is constant contact with other sick people, long working hours, poor eating habits, constant tension - you name it. If we add to this the misconception that a Christian leader can neglect his body as long as his spirit is right, then we have a big problem here! 

Paul gives some contemporary advice and with that, he wants to tell us today that the pastor must take care of his body. He must look after his health because a fit and healthy Christian leader can be much more serviceable to a church than one who neglects his health. As a Christian leader you must, therefore, make it a point to maintain a healthy, balanced lifestyle and a good eating, sleeping and exercise routine. Remember: a healthy spirit requires a healthy body! 

Prayer: 

Lord, please teach me to act impartially, unbiased and blameless towards others! 
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Discrimination 

1 Timothy 6:1-2 

The word "discrimination" is on everyone's lips these days. But let's be honest: discrimination has been present in our country since the arrival of Jan van Riebeeck! Since then, it has taken many forms. If you read books written by the pioneers of our country such as Harry Wolhuter and Stevenson Hamilton, you will quickly realize how severe discrimination was a century ago. Today, the tables have turned and so-called "reverse discrimination" is prevalent. 

However, it was much worse in Paul's time. We have already discussed the discrimination against women and how they had no rights in life. They were certainly not the lowest "class." That seat was well-occupied by the poor slaves! If there was truly nothing in life, it was a slave! His owner bought him and he was nothing more than a piece of property. If he was a very good slave with good qualities, he might be treated as valuable property. Occasionally, such a slave would also receive significant responsibilities and, at times, even a high status. Examples of this were Joseph and Daniel. However, these were exceptions. Slaves had no rights and the owner could literally do whatever he wanted with them. And if he decided to do away with a slave, he could even kill him and no one would be the wiser! 

Now, we have learned that when you become a believer, you become free. But what if you are a slave? Does it change your situation? In a way, it does not change at all because you remain a slave and thus the property of your owner. However, something else changes completely and that is your new outlook on life. Paul writes about this kind of situation because apparently there were quite a few slaves in Ephesus who had become believers. They were faced with the dilemma of how to handle their situation. 

Jesus taught us that love should be at the top of your list. Love means many things, and one of them is respecting your superiors, even if they are heathens. For those slaves it was a difficult to accept because how can you respect someone who considers you as dust of the earth? How can you respect someone if they mistreat you, often without any reason? How can you respect and honour someone if they feel absolutely nothing and don’t care for you? It's very difficult! What's the use? Will it make your master treat you better? 

No, that's not what it's about. It all revolves around the honour of God. When we view it in this light, the picture changes completely. It is not about improving your own conditions or making your boss feel good. By doing this you set an example for your boss, saying, "It is Jesus' love that makes me behave differently now!" The owner must be able to clearly see that Jesus is making a difference in the slave's life. His conduct must be in such a way that the owner cannot find fault with anything negative because God's holy Name is at stake! 

But what if your boss is also a believer? Should you then expect him to set you free or give you privileges that the unbelieving slaves do not have? Paul does not want to overthrow the social order; he simply wants believers, including slaves, to act as children of God. 

Now, two thousand years later, there are no more slaves. Yet, there are certain similarities in our lives today because, in one way or another, each of us is subject to someone else's authority and often some form of discrimination is involved. Perhaps you have an unreasonably harsh boss. In that case, Paul's instructions for the slaves in Ephesus apply exactly to you as a believer and you must, as a believer, uphold the wonderful Name of our Lord by acting in a way that your boss can see Jesus in you. Give him respect and honour, even if he does not deserve it! It is certainly not easy! I have worked under such a boss and sometimes you just have to grit your teeth and force a smile. The great thing is to live out your love despite it all! 

However, there are other forms of authority over us that may be even more challenging to deal with, and that is the authorities. How do you react when you are yelled at and pushed aside by a fleet of black vehicles, as happened to me as well? Do you shout back? And when you are treated at state institutions as if you are the scum of the earth? Do you give the official a mouthful back? And suppose the traffic officer pulls me off the road and treats me rudely, what is my reaction? Am I immediately on my high horse? Someone once said that being a Christian is not for wimps! To continue to live out your love in such circumstances is sometimes extremely difficult. However, if we always keep in mind that it is not about me but about God's Name that is at stake, it becomes easier. What would Jesus do if He were in my situation? 

Prayer: 

Lord, life is often so unfair; therefore, I ask for strength to live out Your love at all times! 
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Biblical Contentment 

1 Timothy 6:3-16 

What is the primary motive behind your involvement in the church? It's a funny question to ask! But it's by no means straightforward. There are claims that Religion is one of the most profitable businesses on earth, and that there are evangelists who have become filthy rich from this industry! 

But let's start from the beginning: Paul was aware that there were people in Ephesus who wanted to derive financial benefit from Christian religion. We should not confuse this with proper compensation for preachers, as we have seen in a previous message. In those times there were travelling philosophers who gave teachings and made good money from it. Evangelists saw this opportunity and jumped on the profitable bandwagon, this time with the Gospel. Their primary goal was not to proclaim the Gospel but to make money. The big problem was that their motives were entirely wrong! 

When we get involved in Religion with the wrong motive, the symptoms usually involve quarrels, jealousy and hurling insults. "I am the only one who has the complete truth and everyone else is lost!" That is usually the message of such a person and he becomes obsessed with always wanting to be right! Over time he shifts Jesus Christ, the One who should be the central point of his message, to the sidelines. Jesus is no longer the message of salvation; instead, his ideology becomes the message of salvation. 

Referring to what we said above, we must also add that wealth can be dangerous. Paul makes this very clear in verse 9. No, being rich is not a sin! I know beautiful believers who are very wealthy and live out their faith fully. However, wealth is full of all kinds of temptations, and the wealthy person must work ten times as hard on his faith as the poor man. The problem is that if you are rich, you can afford to give in to the temptations that the world offers - expensive gambling places, wild parties, and much more. Another, perhaps even greater danger is that of greed. Someone who has a lot usually is not satisfied with what he has, and it becomes an obsession to get more and more. In the process, he eventually stops caring about what measures we take to get to the very top. "For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils," says Paul in verse 10. The biggest danger associated with it is that the obsessive pursuit of money can ultimately cost you your faith. I have seen for myself how destructive such an obsession can be...... 

Along with this, a rich person can easily forget about his complete dependence on God. We must never forget how dependent we are on Him, even if we are very wealthy! 

In contrast, you must be content with what you have, even if it's just the clothes on your back and something to eat. If you serve God with the right motive, you will be content with your possessions. Here we may need to distinguish between Biblical and secular contentment. When someone is simply lazy and without ambition, that is secular contentment. Such a person usually sits on a heap and dies without utilizing the gifts the Father has given him. In Matt. 25, Jesus tells of the servants who received talents to trade with. True Biblical contentment is to fully trust that, through Jesus you are a child of the Father, and therefore He cares for you spiritually and physically. Out of gratitude for this, you dutifully fulfill your calling. The benefit is that you can now focus on the right relationship with the Lord, and the cares of life do not have to overwhelm you. Of course, it does not mean that you will just stand idly and wait for manna to fall from heaven! After all, He has given you talents to sustain yourself and you dare not neglect your talents! 

In verse 12, Paul describes the struggle for Biblical contentment as a race called by God in which believers participate. The starting blocks are the faith given to you by the Holy Spirit. Before the finish line awaits the great trophy, Eternal Life. Like any race, this one also is not easy and requires extreme effort. Between the starting blocks and the finish line, there are many obstacles that you must overcome, obstacles like selfishness and greedy motives in the service of God. It takes hard work, concentration and perseverance to stay on the track. Then you must also remain in the right relationship with the Lord throughout. 

As in any race, you won't just go your own way and stop at the pavilion, or worse yet in the canteen on your way to the finish line! There are certain rules that must be strictly and blamelessly followed; otherwise, you may be disqualified! 

The finish line, Jesus' second coming, is already in sight! Keep your eyes fixed on Him and throw all your strength into running those last steps towards the finish line with perseverance and discernment! 

 

Prayer: 

Lord, please give me Biblical contentment and give me the strength to complete the race with distinction! 
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Treasures in Heaven 

1 Timothy 6:17-21 

In the previous passage, we touched on the point of greed and wealth and in contrast, Biblical contentment. The question is, can a Christian believer also be rich? If we look at the old giants in the Bible, we often see many wealthy people who were true children of God. The first classic example is Job, and then of course Abraham who was a very wealthy man. Solomon didn't know the end of his riches (and his wives!). Sustaining a thousand wives (and keeping them happy) was quite a financial burden! Joseph was another good example. He rose from being a slave to second in command over Egypt. Wealthy indeed! 

However, I must say, there is more than just one kind of wealth. In James Stevenson-Hamilton's book, "An African Eden," he tells of a wealth that cannot be measured in money. It was the early years of the Kruger National Park and this new game reserve was South Africa's Cinderella. The Anglo-Boer War had just ended and there was no money to realize this dream. There were no roads, only wild, often impenetrable bush. Unfortunately, Hamilton didn't own a 4x4, so he crossed the impassable bushes with horses, oxen and donkeys. Worst of all, there weren't even any animals! They had all been hunted out! 

Hamilton, Harry Wolhuter and the other game rangers had to survive on a meagre allowance from the government. There wasn't even money to build houses for them! Only a few years later some wood & iron houses were built for them to live in. Some of the game rangers had to be content to survive for years in mud huts. Their menu consisted of maize meal, tea, sometimes a bit of bully beef and vegetables they had to grow themselves. Yet Hamilton talks about the breathtaking wealth he experienced and the luxury of an untouched, pristine wilderness where you're as free as a bird and can breathe in the pure, clean air. One of the game rangers gave away his entire salary every month to the local population, simply because he had no use for money. His wealth was the field in which he lived. 

Paul warns against wealth, for it is associated with all kinds of dangers. First of all, there is the uncertainty that comes with wealth. I remember, a few years ago the stock market suddenly crashed. There were people who became very wealthy from stocks, and suddenly all their "wealth" was worthless. People who were filthy rich suddenly found themselves with absolutely nothing. People who lived in palaces ended up on the streets. It was chaos! 

The danger arises when someone sees their wealth as a product of their own goodness and becomes conceited because of it! One must realize every moment of the day that nothing you possess is due to your own efforts, but that absolutely everything is lent to you purely by grace from the One to whom everything belongs. The question we must ask ourselves is whether we will still trust in God without all our possessions? He has given - if He takes away again, will we still be content? Do you remember the story of the rich young man who talked with Jesus? In Matt 19, we read that he was willing to do anything for Jesus but when it came to his possessions, he hesitated because that's where it touched the things he loved! 

Wealth is a gift that God gives us, but if we receive it, it brings with it a great responsibility, a responsibility that requires you to turn your earthly treasures into heavenly treasures. Generosity, compassion, and good deeds are some of the ways you can turn your treasures into heavenly treasures. The wonderful thing is that you don't have to be rich to make these kinds of investments. Even better news is that you don't have to fear that a sudden economic downturn will ruin your investment! God gives you and me the most wonderful investment opportunities! Seize them and you will never, ever regret it! Go and read what Jesus said in Matt 6:19-20 about such investments. 

We have come to the end of this first inspiring letter from Paul to Timothy and of course to every Christian leader. Finally, Paul says that God has invested a deposit in you. This deposit is the faith, knowledge and gifts that have been entrusted to you. These things do not belong to you; they are still God's property! He has entrusted them to you only because He knows that you can use them very successfully and profitably. As in the parable of the talents that Jesus told in Matt 25:14-30, God will also one day require an account of His deposit. The question is whether you and I will be able to return that deposit with great profit, or will we just bury it safely because we are afraid or lazy to invest it? If we are truly serious about our faith, we will stay away from all the meaningless leadership practices. God's grace is available in abundance for Christian leaders. Seize it and set a faith example that every believer will want to follow! 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank you for the great wealth that You have given me out of grace - please teach me to use it according to Your will! 
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Paul Writes His Testament 

Introduction to 2 Timothy 

This morning, we begin with Paul's second letter to Timothy. But first, a bit of background on this letter. 

According to tradition, Paul was released from prison in Rome after many years of captivity. Some writings suggest that he continued his missionary work as far as Spain. At that time Rome was ruled by a madman, the cruel Nero. Paul's freedom was short-lived and before he could properly establish himself, he found himself back in prison at the command of the infamous Nero. 

A Roman prison was far from a pleasant place! Conditions were, to say the least, dire! It was a cramped, dark place and the prisoners were permanently bound. They were chained, unable to move around freely. Unlike today's prisons, there was no provision of food and family and friends had to ensure the prisoner's survival. The administration was also not the best and prisoners were often simply forgotten, sometimes appearing before the court years later. Some even completely disappeared into the labyrinth of oblivion. Someone without influence was utterly lost in a prison! Only those with great names could ever emerge from it again! 

When Paul writes this second letter to Timothy, he already knows that it is only a matter of time before he, like thousands of other Christians, would be executed. A cruel death stares him in the face as he sits in the death row cell. He waits for the prison door to swing open, with the guards mocking him, saying, "Paul, your time has come!" Indeed, Paul died a martyr's death, but before Nero could execute him Paul had one last chance to write a letter. Paul addresses his letter to someone he had grown very fond of, Timothy. He implores him in his letter to come as quickly as possible. He knew his execution was imminent and he gives the letter to Tychicus to deliver it to Timothy. Tychicus would also relieve Timothy in Ephesus, where he was the teacher. 

However, this was much more than just a letter - it was rather a testament. Paul did not have earthly possessions to bequeath to Timothy and the other readers. But in terms of the spiritual, he was exceedingly rich! He freely shares these treasures with everyone who reads his testament. 

You'll surely remember that in his first letter in 1 Tim 1:3, Paul instructed the young man Timothy to work in Ephesus. Timothy was obedient and he was still there. However, it was a disheartened Timothy who would read this second letter. In Ephesus the false teachers were still hard at work and it seemed that poor Timothy couldn't cope with them. But it wasn't just the false teaching that disheartened him. The terrible persecution of Christian leaders, including his beloved mentor Paul, deeply affected Timothy. What would become of them? Since the great fire in Rome in AD 64, Nero had become fanatic. He accused the Christians of arson and went on a rampage to wipe out this abominable "sect" from the face of the earth in the cruelest possible manner. By the way, it is suspected that Nero himself was responsible for the fire! 

Paul's letter could not have come at a better time because Timothy is encouraged and urged to jump into action with renewed zeal. He had to persevere, no matter how difficult. He had to follow Paul's example and preach the Word. Paul pleads with him to faithfully carry out all the duties of his ministry, and most importantly, to trust in God! 

The question we must ask ourselves this morning is whether this letter is still relevant to our modern society? And the answer is a resounding "YES!" Today, it is still fresh and new and we can apply it to our lives today. No, there isn't a Nero anymore, although some world leaders make you wonder... Indeed, there are certain hardships for believers. When things go smoothly, it doesn't require much effort to live out your faith, but when things start to get tough, that's when it gets tricky! When church member numbers decline or there's discord or gossip, it requires true dedication and a firm foundation to continue to hold your head high with dignity and faith. To display the image of Jesus, our Saviour, to the world under difficult circumstances is not easy. 

You can easily become discouraged when such things come your way. But Paul shows us in this letter how to overcome those obstacles. Firstly, we must realize that God has not taken His gifts away from us. If you allow yourself to be led by the Spirit, He will equip you. We must also realize that there are other competent believers we can rely on. Paul teaches you that you must pursue the right things and avoid the wrong ones; to faithfully preach the Word and carry out your duties faithfully; to stand firm through grace and reign with Christ. Then you will also be able to say, like Paul, that you have fought the good fight of faith to the end! 

 

 

Prayer: 

Thank you Lord, for giving me courage when things become obscure for me! 
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Thy Will Be Done 

2 Timothy 1:1,2 

If someone were to ask me today why I bother to write these daily devotionals, it makes me think: Is it because of a sense of duty or because I love to write? Or is it rather because I love the Lord? Perhaps it's because I have a passion to share the Word with the world? Or is it because God's love compels me to do so? Let's flip the question: why do you, dear reader, engage in the kingdom work you're involved in? Minister, Pastor, Elder, Volunteer, Member, what is the driving force behind your work for the Lord? 

There are surely many answers to this question, answers that sound noble and beautiful. Paul says in his first letter to Timothy that he acts as an apostle by the command of the Lord. In this second letter, he phrases it differently: he does it "by the will of God." He is an apostle purely because the Lord desires him to be one. This should be the primary motivation behind everyone's work in God's vineyard, because that's how He wants it. This brings us to a very important thought: that sin is to NOT do the will of God. So, if you're not doing the work He has determined for you, then you're essentially sinning! 

In the first letter, we read about how you received that commission to Christian leadership and how you should carry it out. However, in this letter, the focus shifts a bit. We see how God's will determines the course of your ministry. Often, His will is very different from what you and I want and it sometimes unfolds surprisingly differently than we could ever dream. Take Paul for example: While he was sitting in that death row cell, writing this letter, he could easily have been tempted to reason that his life was a total failure. What was the point of working so hard? Just to sit in prison and waste away, barely able to reach anyone through those stone walls? Was everything he had built up in his full life now crumbling? Yes, indeed, Paul was often surely disappointed as he sat in prison, chained, dirty, and neglected. 

Despite his dire situation, however, we see an outspoken, positive, bubbling Paul who begins his letter by confessing his faith in the will of God. What a wonderful comfort this confession of his is for you and me! Especially when things often turn out so differently than what we had planned. It's not by my own will or command that I became a Christian leader. Therefore, it often happens that things don't turn out as I would have liked. If I could have had my way years ago, I would probably be a pastor with a shrinking, small congregation somewhere in the countryside today. However, God's will for me was very different and even though I was very disappointed when it wasn't meant for me to become a minister at the time, I am now joyfully grateful because He had much greater things in His "surprise package" for me, and I have the privilege to share the wonderful message daily with thousands of people. 

In short, we can say that God has the power to bring about even very negative results (from OUR point of view) into wonderful positive consequences. In 2 Tim. 2:9, Paul puts it so beautifully when he says that he is bound like a criminal, but the Word of God cannot be bound! 

Perhaps you find yourself today in the "chains" of a very negative situation. Maybe you're a teacher and things look very bleak in your community. Perhaps you shared the message of salvation with a colleague and they rejected it. Then your prayer must still be as Jesus taught us: "Let Your will be done...." God will, in His own time, make the right thing happen. 

It may sound very ironic that Paul begins this letter by proclaiming the promise of life while he himself was facing death. However, Paul was so convinced of the victory of life in Christ Jesus that he did not allow the circumstances in prison, or even death itself to influence him. In the same way, your conviction of the cause for which you stand must be rock-solid. It's no use showing others the path to Jesus while your own faith life wavers. Live out your faith life positively, purposefully and convincingly! Look to Paul as an example of how it's done! 

2 Timothy is a testament, as we already mentioned in the previous reflection. However, it's not a legal document but a love letter in which Paul leaves his precious spiritual legacy to Timothy. He shares with his "beloved son" things of immeasurable value from a firm foundation of faith. He looks back on his life (1:3-2:18), but at the same time, he also looks into the future (3:1-4:18). Paul learned valuable life lessons and now he shares them, not only with Timothy but also with you and me under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. In this way, God gives us this wealth today so that you and I, as Christian leaders can faithfully persevere to His honour, execute all the duties of our ministry according to the will of God. 

 

 

Prayer: 

Heavenly Father, please make me faithful to work according to Your will! 
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Memories 

2 Timothy 1:3-5 

Grandma often told me about her childhood, especially the bitterness she experienced during the Anglo-Boer War, all the hardships and poverty she witnessed and endured. She was just a little girl then, but those terrible memories were etched into her memory. 

Grandpa also told of exactly the same time. He was a young lad then, full of mischief. He was taken with his family to a concentration camp in Jacobs, just outside Durban. Yes, of course, it was bitterly tough, but he and his friends experienced the hardship as one giant adventure! People were dying all around them, but the bunch of kids hardly noticed because there was so much fun that they didn't have enough hours in the day to do everything! 

I myself have many memories that I carry in my thoughts, memories of very beautiful things but also memories of hardship. My carefree childhood is etched in my memory and often they play out like a clear video, so that I can see every detail crystal clear before me. The hardships in my life are also captured on that incredible memory disk that simply can't get full. But about the hardships, I am not bitter! Today, I laugh about it, like the time when it got so bad that our family didn't even have any food left in the house! Fortunately, there was a fig tree orchard and we survived on figs alone for a week. The miracle is that none of us ever suffered any ill effects! Yes, even over my mishaps and scandals, I can laugh today! 

Memories are a wonderful gift that the Father has given us, but we must see them in perspective and even prayerfully look back at the most traumatic memory, so that you don't see your own losses, but God's gains. 

Most of my memories are very emotional and sometimes I cry when I reminisce. Paul also experiences very intense emotions as he dredges up his memories while sitting in the dark dungeon. The tears when he had to bid farewell to Timothy threaten to overcome as he writes the letter. Tears often say infinitely more than even wounds. 

Over the past few years I have been to several funerals and on every occasion, emotions ran very high. Sad tears of a woman who had been with her partner for fifty years and suddenly his place is empty. Yes of course, she knows he is with Jesus, but the beautiful memories and the great longing for her soulmate are an indescribable loss. The farewell tears come very deep from the soul, not tears of disbelief because the knowledge is there that they will be together again one day, but tears of longing. 

Yes, you may cry too! Timothy cried because within him was a deep sense of calling. Would he ever be able to effectively convey the Gospel? There was concern for his friend and mentor, Paul, because cruel persecution stared him in the face. There was tension and separation from the person he had grown very fond of and looked up to for advice. 

As already mentioned, it is not wrong to cry as well and your tears are recorded in God's book (Psalm 56:8), but also wiped away by Him (Revelation 21:4). If you accept Christian leadership, you must also be prepared that it will consume your entire life, even your emotions. 

However, Paul's memories not only bring tears but also great joy. He reminds Timothy again of where Timothy got his beautiful faith from, from his mother Eunice and his grandmother Lois. These were beautiful memories that Paul had of these two dear people. Through their example of faith and sincerity, it was inevitable that that faith would also pass on to Timothy. 

Family relationship is not a guarantee of faith in the children, but it is remarkable that the person who truly lives out their faith with joy positively influences their children through their parents' lives. The household is surely the most important ministry field and there your example of faith must speak the clearest. Your household must discern from your words and behaviour what true joy it is to know Jesus Christ as Lord and to serve Him with joy! 

Yes, memories can be very precious, but perhaps the most precious of all your memories is when God used your example of faith as an instrument to bring someone else to faith. That day tears of joy flow down your cheeks and you just want to tell everyone you see the wonderful news. And every time you think back to the enriching experience, the tears start flowing again from the beginning! Oh, I must confess that my bladder is very close to my eyes too. Yes, it's often quite embarrassing, but even though you're a man, you can also cry your hert out! 

Prayer: 

Thank you, Lord, for the many beautiful memories with which You have blessed me! 
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Tuesday 26 March 2024 

When the Burden Becomes Too Heavy 

2 Timothy 1:6-14 

It's somewhere in the early hours of the morning, I don't know the exact time, and I don't even care. The Rooibos fire casts small blue flames and the coals glow reassuringly. Somewhere, a lion groans and then sighs half-heartedly: "Oemf, oemf, oemf..." I wonder what his problem is? A hyena whimpers and moans despondently and a heavy, depressive cloud hangs over the night. Even the nightjar's call sounds mournful. It's just me and the minister sitting snugly by the slowly dying fire, staring stiff-eyed at the dancing flames. "I'm going to quit the ministry," his words from earlier in the evening resonate through my confused thoughts. 

The womenfolk went to sleep hours ago. Then he starts unloading! Everything just became too much for him. Over the years, he has dedicated every ounce of strength in his body to the congregation. He was just a young candidate for the ministry when he arrived at the church and his zeal for the Lord's work knew no bounds. But time and again, criticism and opposition are all he has received for his best efforts. It's a deeply disillusioned young minister who pours out his heart to me all night long. "I'd rather become a psychologist," he decides at one point. 

I am just an ear listening, because over the years, I've seen him hurt, and what can I say to alleviate his pain? He tells me about the discord, the division in the congregation - things I know all too well. He speaks of how his own church members, the people he serves so unconditionally, slander him and speak ill of him! 

That overnight conversation in the Bush was ultimately the turning point in his life. In my simple way, I tried to comfort, advise, encourage, but mostly just listened as he poured out his heart and soul. 

It was just before dawn when we finally retired to bed. He came to other insights. No, his problems didn't diminish, but he decided to accept them as part of the package. That was years ago. In the meantime, he has become a very successful pastor in a very large congregation. Yes, there are certainly still problems, but he has learned to live with them. 

From what Paul writes, it seems that Timothy's zeal for the ministry began to wane. Timothy's tears were not just for Paul, he became disillusioned. That fervent enthusiasm with which he began his ministry was no longer there and he no longer used his wonderful gifts with dedication. What happened? Perhaps it was his youthful age counting against him, or perhaps poor health? Perhaps the relentless attacks of the false teachers began to wear him down. Or was it the fact that as a Christian, he was branded as an enemy of the state? His own teacher, Paul, has been in prison for years and execution is looming. Little did Timothy know that the prison would later become a home for himself! 

Timothy wasn't the first leader of faith to become disillusioned. We can only think of Moses, who after years of quarreling with his people, almost gave up. Elijah went and lay under a tree hoping to die, for the whole world was against him. Job experienced more setbacks than humanly bearable and he was bitterly despondent, especially when his friends and even his wife deserted him. Even the great king David was crushed by his circumstances. 

What do you do when you realize that your zeal for the Gospel, for your ministry, is fading? The big secret is not to become too preoccupied with yourself. Your own shortcomings and your circumstances are not the most important things in your life as a Christian leader. Your focus should rather shift to what God has given you. Perhaps it's good if you just sit still for a moment and think back to your passionate zeal of the past, to the time when you could move mountains through faith. What was the driving force back then? Where did your strength come from? No, it certainly wasn't your own strength and zeal and goodness! Everything came from the Lord. 

What went wrong then? Maybe it's the high expectations people have of you and the superhuman sacrifices often demanded of you. Maybe you pay too much attention to people's criticism and their expectations of you. Maybe the mountain of hardship seems too high for you. Maybe you see yourself as no longer equal to all these things! 

The instruction we get from this passage is to focus on what God has given us. If your zeal looks like a pile of burnt-out ashes, blow on it so the coals can glow bright again. Remember: the Spirit dwells in you! Talk to someone you trust and tell them about your dilemma. Even ministers and pastors need spiritual care. Focus prayerfully on God and the instructions He gives you and tackle everything with confidence in Him. Then the power, love and self-discipline that only the Spirit can give will shine forth from your life again. 

Prayer: 

Lord, I want to keep my eyes focused solely on You. Please give me the strength for that! 
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Selfless Love 

2 Timothy 1:15-18 

"Everyone has deserted me,"  Paul sighed, "everyone in the province of Asia." Shocking words! In his letter to the Romans, Paul writes gratefully that his work in Asia is completed. It's a vast area spanning thousands of square kilometers, including the city of Ephesus. Paul's sweat and tears from years of exhausting work are deeply embedded in this world. He gave his all to lead these people to Jesus. He established numerous churches there. And now they have abandoned him! Paul doesn't specify exactly how he was abandoned, but we can only guess that no one from that area was willing to testify for him during his first trial. Paul thought that at least a few people would stand up for him, but when his troubles came, everyone turned their backs on him. They weren't willing to get involved because they might get into trouble themselves. Paul was disillusioned! 

As a Christian leader, you must realize that in the broken world we live in, people's connection with God doesn't necessarily mean they will have a good relationship with *you*, especially when things look bad. Personal interests, opinions, circumstances, etc., mean that fellow believers won't always support you through everything, no matter how great your sacrifice as a Christian leader was for *them*. In the long run, this may even mean that people will forget about you! Yet, thank goodness not everyone is like that! Thank goodness for fellow believers willing to stand by you through thick and thin. Their kind is indeed few and far between! 

Paul writes exactly about such a man: Onesiphorus. 

We must remember that Paul was in prison in Rome twice. The first time, he was under house arrest. During that time, he could continue his gospel ministry undisturbed. The second time, however, things were much different because he was locked up in prison. As we reported earlier, he was chained in shackles and under dire circumstances. Onesiphorus travelled from Ephesus to Rome to visit and support Paul. It was a very long and tiring journey and it couldn't have been easy. When he arrived in Rome, he faced a nightmare because where would he find Paul? There was no address or room number. The prison was a maze of dark corridors, holes and cells and the prison guards were certainly not the most helpful bunch under the sun! However, Onesiphorus did not give up and continued to search amid the dirty, neglected and stinking prison until he finally found Paul. I can imagine how the prison guards mocked him with contempt because he, a free man, had ventured into this place! 

And then he found him - a dirty old man who couldn't take care of himself because he was chained. Onesiphorus was not ashamed of Paul and he visited and supported him regularly thereafter. Who knows, perhaps this letter might never have been written today if it weren't for Onesiphorus! 

How much do you and I really care for our fellow-believers? Christians simply cannot be fair-weather friends! Your care is truly tested when things start to go wrong. When someone is no longer in a situation where they can do anything for you or mean anything to you, then you conveniently forget about them. And if, moreover, he could be a great embarrassment to you, you'd rather pretend you never knew him. 

Jesus once told the parable of the good Samaritan who helped a Jew in trouble. Jews despised Samaritans and wanted nothing to do with them. Moreover, this Jew had been robbed, so he couldn't repay the man. The Samaritan gained absolutely nothing from this "transaction." He also didn't expect anything in return. That's what true neighbourly love means! 

The greatest commandment, as Jesus taught us, is love. First and foremost, it's love for God but at the same time, love for our fellow-human beings. The example He set is one of self-sacrificing love. Of course, you and I can never ever live out the same kind of love as Jesus! Out of gratitude for His great act of love towards us, however, we can at least give a little something back to other people. This doesn't mean we should wait until the need is at its highest before that love kicks in. Paul tells us that Onesiphorus had already gone out of his way to support him while Paul was still in Ephesus. If you are willing to empathise in everyday life, it will be much easier to still be a pillar of support for someone when they are facing a serious trial. A life of caring will one day be richly rewarded in the hereafter! 

Prayer: 

Lord, I must confess this morning that my neighbourly love leaves much to be desired. Teach me to truly love without expecting anything in return! 
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The Good Soldier 

2 Timothy 2:1-7 

I was barely seventeen years old, having just completed matric and ready for the wide world. There was only one thing standing in my way: my obligatory nine months of military service. "It can't be that bad," I thought, brushing off the terrible stories I had heard as scare tactics! 

When the big day arrived, Dad took me to Durban station. There, I boarded the train with a bunch of other young lads. No, "boarded" isn't quite the right word. We were herded and shouted at, and I thought, "What a rude bunch!" Such treatment was definitely not what I was accustomed to! But that was just the beginning of the hardships because in the following weeks, we were cursed at, pushed around and heavily punished for absolutely nothing. Potchefstroom was blistering hot, but we had to run until our tongues hung on the ground. If you even tried to think about something, you were shouted at: "A troopie doesn't think! I'll do the thinking for you!" Gradually, we began to learn discipline, until our group of raw teenagers eventually became true soldiers who could respond quickly to every command given by the officers. Within a few months, we were trained to defend our country purposefully, accurately and effectively. It was certainly not easy and often it meant extreme hardships, thirst, hunger, sore feet and bruised egos. However, we didn't care anymore because we had a goal to strive for and everything was put into reaching that goal! 

Paul doesn't use the image of a good soldier for nothing to demonstrate how a Christian leader's focus should be. A soldier doesn't bother with all sorts of trifles and his attention must not be diverted by trivialities, for then he loses his focus and the enemy can catch him off guard. Similarly, as a Christian leader, you must not let your attention be diverted by all sorts of trivial matters that can distract your focus from the true Gospel. It's so easy, for example, to fall into the trap of various religious arguments. There are many things that the Bible doesn't give us a hundred percent certainty about and these are often fiercely debated! I am often confronted with such arguments, and then I am tempted to give my opinion. Indeed, I have sometimes fallen into the trap and fallen very hard! At times, I have also been bitterly resented because I did not want to express my opinion on certain arguments. However, it is a waste of energy that could be much better used elsewhere! 

To give an example: a certain religious group is very active here with us. Every now and then, someone invites me to some Bible study or another. I once agreed, thinking that I could clearly convey the true Gospel to them. However, it was all for nothing and a waste of time and energy because for every good, scripturally founded argument I had, they had ten others to try to prove me wrong. No one benefited from this! During that time, I could have written a devotional or two! 

Discipline is another very important quality that you learn as a soldier. Similarly, discipline is also very important for a Christian leader. Just tackling things randomly gets you nowhere. You must handle the Word with discipline and study it regularly to broaden your knowledge, but at the same time, to listen to what the Lord wants to say to you. Similarly, it is of utmost importance to maintain disciplined prayer life because without the constant conversation with God, you lose touch with Him, the most important One in your life! Without those essential conversations, you will eventually let go of the hand of that One who leads you through the dangerous, sinful world. 

Paul also mentions the example of an athlete. He dares not stray from the track because then he will be disqualified. His focus, just like that of the soldier, must only be on his race. If he looks at the girls on the pavilion and waves at them while running, he will come in very poorly second best or even last! 

As an athlete on the faith track, there are also certain rules to follow. These are rules laid down for you in the Word of God. You must not deviate from them and the moment you start to wander, it can mean big problems. Once again, your focus must be on the one single great goal, namely the Kingdom of God. You must not be swayed by all sorts of side issues but stick to the goal. And if it starts to be about popularity, then the battle is lost! A certain preacher from one of the mission stations in the area sometimes came to preach in our church a few years ago. He was often uncomfortably straight in his sermons and he called sin by its name. Some of our members outright refused to come to church if they heard he would preach because he was far too straight for their liking and it sometimes hurt. However, for him it wasn't about popularity but purely about what the Word says. He dares not gloss over sin just to keep people happy. Whom do you want to make happy? The people? Or is God your priority? 

Prayer: 

Lord, please teach me to fully focus on You and the goal You have set before me! 
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Balance in Life 

2 Timothy 2:8,9 

A good balance is of utmost importance for everything in life! Once the balance is disturbed, all sorts of complications arise. For instance, tampering with the balance in nature can have catastrophic consequences! 

Let me give you an example. Marloth Park is an idyllic holiday village where wild animals such as kudus, warthogs, zebras, and impalas roam between the houses. The village borders the Kruger National Park. The entire village is fenced to keep the animals inside, not only for the residents' pleasure but also to protect the farmlands of the farmers. Furthermore, there is a game fence between the village and the national park to keep out the dangerous animals. 

Everything was fine until a severe drought hit in 2008 and all the grazing disappeared. The natural response of the wildlife is to seek grazing elsewhere in such a case. But they were confined to a fairly small area. As a result, antelopes died in great numbers because there was no food. Moreover, the lions that were supposed to keep their numbers in check, were kept out by a fence. It was a catastrophe! All because the balance was disturbed due to people wanting to enjoy the wildlife! 

Similarly, in your spiritual life, a very delicate balance must also be maintained. For example, my spiritual life should not only be God-centred but also human-centred. Jesus summed up the law by saying that the greatest commandment is to love God, but equally important is to love your fellow-human being. Neglecting one creates an imbalance. People who, for example, seclude themselves in a monastery to dedicate their lives solely to God and to completely escape the sinful world, mean absolutely nothing to the Kingdom. In other words, a believer must not be so heaven-bound that they are of no earthly use! The other extreme is just as futile: a humanitarian outlook where everything is done for people and where God has no place is just as meaningless! 

In verse 8, Paul emphasizes another balance: "Always remember," he begins his sentence, and then he explains about Jesus' human nature. He is a descendant of David, thus a Man. We must realize that Jesus is not only the exalted God, but He also has a true human nature. This is part of the confession of the church of Christ from the earliest centuries. It is very important because in order to atone for our sins, He had to truly be human. On the other hand, He also had to truly be God to bear God's wrath over sin. 

Establishing a balance often means total contradictions. For example, to ensure that animals survive in nature, some must be killed. To have a meaningful spiritual life means that you necessarily have to confront the sinful world. Paul speaks in verse 9 of further contradictions. He tells that he is in chains like a criminal for the sake of the freedom of the Gospel. It doesn't make sense! But Paul explains: "The word of God cannot be chained." 

I don't think Paul even remotely realized the implications of his own words! If we just look at the consequences of Paul's arrest, you'll be amazed! In Acts 16:25-34, we read the story of when he and Silas were beaten and imprisoned in Philippi. The result was that the jailer and his family came to conversion. In Philippians 4:22, we see how the people in the emperor's palace who came into contact with Paul came to conversion while he was imprisoned in Rome. In his letter to Philemon, we see how a criminal, a runaway slave, blossomed into a useful believer after coming into contact with Paul in prison! 

But the greatest miracle was yet to come, because since Paul was suddenly restricted in his movements and could no longer personally visit congregations, he was forced to communicate with them through letters. Many of these letters have been preserved. Two thousand years have already passed during this period. During this time, many millions of people have already been touched and led to conversion over and over again by those very letters that Paul wrote. 

God often works through apparent contradictions so that the miraculous character of His great, great grace towards people can become clear. The Gospel is not logical, because how can a God of love then cruelly let His own Son die? God's grace is precisely not logical! Is it logical that God would rescue someone who is His enemy from the mire of sin and make him His child? Do I deserve His grace? 

Similarly, there are often contradictions in the Christian leader's ministry. What seems logical to us is often not God's will. Often we ask, "Why, Lord?" All He asks is that we do what He asks of us in full dedication, even if it seems totally illogical. We must leave to Him the manner in which He wants to use our testimony. After all, He knows best! 

Prayer: 

Lord, please teach me to trust in Your decisions, even if they sometimes seem completely illogical to me! 
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He Remains Faithful 

2 Timothy 2:10-13 

Every Evangelist has at some point in his life expressed the despondent question: "Is it ever all worth it?" Indeed, I myself have had to ask the question on occasion about these daily reflections, especially in the early years when it felt like no one ever appreciated it! When such a question arises within you, it's time to take a moment and reflect deeply on the true motives of your ministry. What do I want to achieve with my ministry? Is there something in it for me personally? 

We have discussed people who enrich themselves financially from the Gospel, but that's not what this is about. Often our motives are much more subtle. I seek a bit of recognition; I also want to gain a bit of popularity; I want people to notice me and say, "That man has achieved something in life." I also seek a bit of respect. Perhaps it's the power that my ministry affords me that drives me to great heights. As a leader-elder, I may direct the church council and congregation to dance to my tune. Maybe my motive is a bit of fame? 

If any of these motives are driving your ministry, then it's time to seriously reflect on what it's all about for you. The only true motive should be to make the love of Christ visible in your leadership, for the glory of God. That's why Paul can say: "I endure everything...." Paul carries the interests of all the people chosen by God to be believers in his heart. This is a characteristic that should be foremost in every believer and especially Christian leaders. It's not about me, but first and foremost about God and secondly about the people the Lord has entrusted to me. I have told the story of our military commander who, on the night when our troops were almost washed away in a thunderstorm, walked from tent to tent in the pouring rain to make sure everyone was safe. He sacrificed his own reputation, safety and comfort for ordinary soldiers, without expecting anything in return. 

This raises the question again: is there absolutely nothing in it for me? The reward we receive for self-sacrifice and a life for the glory of God is very great. Just look at the promises locked up for us in verses 11-13. In short, it comes down to not only living with Jesus but also reigning with Him. What a wonderful prospect! But it gets better: we already share in these things now! Please also read Colossians 3:1-4 and Revelation 3:21. These are just a few of many other promises on the same subject to tell believers that, even though it may seem like the whole world is against us, God's grace is much greater than all the injustice on earth. Persevere! Everything is ultimately worth it! 

However, when you read about these wonderful promises of God, you inevitably think of your own weaknesses and mistakes because no one, no matter how holy, is perfect. It is therefore very important that we take to heart the warning that Paul gives in this passage, namely to be careful not to deny Jesus! The denial spoken of here is a persistent and unrepentant denial of the relationship with Jesus Christ. Paul refers here to a statement of Jesus in Matt. 10:32-33, a statement that is constantly taken completely out of context in social media. Your emotions are played with, that if you don't forward a certain message to at least ten people, you would be denying Jesus. Personally, I think it's blasphemous to misquote Jesus' words like this! 

Along with this warning, there is also comfort. God knows only too well that we are just human, full of faults. Now Paul makes a distinction between denial and unfaithfulness. Unfaithfulness is moments of weakness, mistakes, laziness and deficiencies in your ministry that you regret. This is different from denial which is a deliberate, persistent and unrepentant disobedience to God. The good news is also that Jesus remains faithful despite all our unfaithfulness. This also means that with renewed conviction and certainty, we can approach our work as Christian leaders. If we just reach out our hand to Him, He will ensure that we do not persist in our unfaithfulness. After all, you and I are Christ's body and He nourishes and cares for His body and does everything necessary to bring His church to full glory with Him (Eph. 5:26-27). 

Yes, Jesus is indeed faithful! We also see this in the last promise He made to His disciples and by implication also to you and me, just before His ascension: "And remember: I am with you always, to the end of the age." (Matt. 28:20). Therefore, we can say today: "Everything is definitely worth it! Be faithful and throw everything into the struggle!" 

Prayer: 

Lord, please keep me faithful to You and inspire me to work with the right motives in Your Kingdom! 
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Deadly Vines 

2 Timothy 2:14-18 

In front of the house where I lived a few years ago stands a num-num tree, an old giant that has experienced many summers, also known as a Natal plumb. For those who aren't familiar with this beautiful shrub-tree, let me explain: it's an evergreen tree that grows to about 2 meters tall. It takes many years for it to grow this large. However, it's a remarkable tree with dark green, shiny leaves and it's covered with sturdy, spiky thorns that no one and nothing can penetrate! Its small, round fruits, the size of a thumb, are delightful to eat. Its short, twisted branches interweave to form an impenetrable mass. 

I planted and cared for my prickly pear with great love years ago, and every year I proudly watched it bear numerous fruits. However, one fine day when I went to look for a juicy prickly pear to eat, I was shocked to see that it was almost unrecognizably overrun. It was practically hidden behind a vine that was busy choking it. Oh yes, I had seen the vine there before and hadn't paid much attention to it, because what harm could such a formidable prickly pear suffer? Moreover, the vine had pretty little flowers too! But suddenly it had taken over everything! I simply had to intervene! 

One Saturday, I jumped in to eradicate the intruder. With great effort I began to pull out the vines, but the further I progressed, the more I realized that the vine had taken over and entwined the entire prickly pear. With determination, I plucked the intruder piece by piece. In the process, some of the prickly pear's brittle branches broke off. The milky sap that dripped out made white tear drops. I had to reach deep to get to the intruder and in the process, the prickly pear's formidable thorns mercilessly pricked and scratched me! 

To my shock, I discovered that there was a second intruder hidden away by the vine. Eventually, I concluded that it was almost an impossible task. There was only one mercy: the prickly pear had to be severely pruned to save it. It was a painful process for both myself and the tree. But my prickly pear received a brand-new life and once again bore an abundance of fruit! 

Life often resembles this. You allow sin bushes to quietly creep through the branches of your life. Initially, it seems insignificant, even very beautiful! But unnoticed, the sin begins to creep more and more until your faith life is unrecognizable. The danger is that it can also conceal other sins threatening your life, allowing them to grow unchecked, well camouflaged by the "lesser" vines covering you! 

Getting rid of those things often means you'll get hurt, and your life will need serious "pruning" so you can be useful again. It's not enjoyable, and I'm sure the Lord also "gets hurt" in the pruning process... 

In Ephesus, Paul saw warning lights flashing. There was also such a "vine of sin" entangling the congregation and if this intruder were not removed, the congregation could be completely choked by it. There were people who were arguing over trivial matters. At first glance, it seems insignificant but when such arguing begins to dominate your entire spiritual life, the warning lights flash. Some members of the congregation got so caught up in the process that they completely strayed from the truth. The tragic part was that some people who hadn't stood strong in faith had their faith destroyed as well! 

People often try to involve me in all sorts of arguments. I simply don't have the time or energy to get involved in such matters, and besides, it usually leads to nothing. So, I ignore it. The test of whether you should get involved in an argument about faith lies in the question of whether the faith of those involved will be built up or torn down by the debate. Clever talk and guesswork about things the Bible does not definitively settle can cause people to begin doubting or even stop believing. 

Don't be like an intrusive vine trying to make all sorts of pretty arguments. On the other hand, don't let yourself be overtaken by such things like my prickly pear did. A Christian leader's life should be like a tree bearing good fruit. Paul says in verse 15: "Make every effort to present yourself before God as a tried-and-true worker." So, you must be a "worker." To "do" is the golden key. You can preach and proclaim the Gospel, but if your life doesn't show the true colors of Jesus, it means nothing. Deeds speak much louder than words. It also doesn't help to do it half-heartedly. Do it so that it earns the approval of God (v. 15). 

Therefore, serving God is definitely not easy. It requires hard work and dedication to the Lord. Moreover, you must constantly guard against those eternal "vines" that can subtly entangle your life! 

Prayer: 

Lord, please keep me vigilant against the vines of life, and if necessary - please prune where it's needed! 
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Clay Pots and Social Media 

2 Timothy 2:19-21 

A few days ago we discussed those messages on social media that aim to play on your emotions and make you feel guilty if you don't forward them. However, sometimes there are Scripture-based and uplifting parts in these messages that you can share with others. In that case, send only that part, because by doing so you're outsmarting the devil! But it's better to leave out the insipid rhymes that just make you feel good! 

In a sense, these social media messages are like clay pots. My better half has always been fond of buying clay pots from the stalls alongside the road and then they end up somewhere in our garden. Some clay pots have endured years of wind and weather and still look beautiful. But others only lasted a month or so before starting to crumble until they were eventually carried away by the ants, piece by piece. Test that message, whether it's truly like a well-baked clay pot that will convey the message for years to come. Sometimes I receive WhatsApp messages or emails that I recognize as something I sent out years ago. Then I wonder how many thousands of people may have already read and been strengthened by it! 

This is exactly what Paul writes about in this morning's Scripture passage. No, it certainly wasn't a WhatsApp, because Paul didn't have a cell phone in prison! This passage deals with the quality of your way of life. He describes the things you have in your house. Some are just everyday clay pots, while others are beautiful silver utensils. There are things made of cheap wood but also fine goods made of pure gold. There are plastic plates you buy by the dozen and right at the top of the shelf are the porcelain plates displayed for "highdays & holidays!" 

"The Lord knows those who are His," writes Paul in verse 19. Of course, He also knows that we are not all the same and He wants to use us according to our own abilities. After all, He is the One who has given us different talents. The fine porcelain plates are only dusted off for a meal with important guests. The plastic plates, on the other hand, are brought out again when we go for a delightful picnic somewhere in the veldt. They are equally important, each in its own place. You wouldn't use porcelain plates for a picnic and you wouldn't serve plastic plates to distinguished guests! 

Don't consider yourself inferior just because you may not have received such sophisticated talents as someone else. The one whose task is to sweep the floors is just as important as the preacher's. Imagine stepping into the beautiful church building on Sunday morning, your heart set on worship and praise and a message from the Lord. But right at the entrance, there's dust rising from the floor because it hasn't been swept for weeks. The church bench is dusty and your fancy clothes are getting dirty. Cobwebs hang from the ceiling and everything is just filthy. That worship service will be a total failure for you because you'll be constantly worrying about the broom that never did its job. 

It reminds me of Ferdinand Deist's story about the pump organ concert, where the organist looked down on the church warden who had to pump the organ. Then the church warden stopped pumping and the organ performance came to a quiet end. Only when the organist gave the necessary recognition to the church warden and acknowledged that it was their concert together, the performance could  continue. 

Yes, each of us is important, no matter how insignificant your contribution may seem. However, there is also another element to consider. When we look again at the clay pots, we see that some opportunists who want to make a quick penny just go and fetch clay from a mud hole by the roadside to make pots. Those are the pots that will soon become ant food! They are saturated with impurities and even if they are well baked, they remain brittle and fragile. Other potters make great efforts to seek out clay that is pure and of good quality. Their pots last for years and years. 

In verse 19, Paul writes: "Everyone who confesses the name of the Lord must turn away from wickedness." Indeed, the Lord is the Potter of your life. However, you must ensure that your clay is of the best quality. The more impurities of sin there are in your life clay, the weaker the quality of your life pot will be. Naturally, this will affect your usefulness in the Kingdom! 

Don't doubt for a moment that God is preparing you as a useful vessel to serve Him. That's why it's so important that you fight against any evil so that the quality of your "clay" is the very best and you can still be useful to Him for years to come. 

Prayer: 

Lord, please help me keep my life clay pure! 
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Reach for the Good 

2 Timothy 2:22 

When you're young and full of zest for life, there are all sorts of things you reach for: adventure, wealth, fame. Many a young man's hunters instinct drives him to extremes, especially when a young, beautiful lady appears on his radar. I'm talking about the kind that wears a dress! Then his desires flare up. And often a young woman's hormones also go completely haywire when the hero in her life is handsome, strong and desirable! Thus we saw a few years ago in the scandalous court case of that pretty blonde lawyer and her cunning boyfriend how she had fallen completely for the rogue and entirely willingly became his slave. Her desires simply took over and dominated her entire life. 

This is an extreme case and naturally the absolute exception to the rule. Or is it really? Every year end here in Ballito (and elsewhere along the coast), we hold our breath for the big invasion! First, it's the matriculants who go completely off the rails and indulge in drinking, drugs and a disgusting, debauched lifestyle. Their desire for "freedom" is so great that nothing and no one is spared and they sow destruction as far as they go. We sigh with relief with their departure, but it's short-lived because then the students come and take over the town. Wild parties, extravagant music, alcohol abuse - you name it. The cherry on top is, of course, the New Year's party, where thousands of young people drink, scream and give in to their desires throughout the night. One year, my son and I went at five in the morning on New Year's Day and took photos of the aftermath of this event. It was nauseating! 

The great sadness is that the parents of many of these young people, some of whom are still mere children, simply don't care about what's going on. Often they are even aided and strengthened in their wrongdoing! A while ago, a father arranged a stripper for his son's birthday party, who was still in school at the time! How sick can one be! 

However, I must also add that there is still a large number of young people who stand firm amidst it all and do not identify with such reprehensible behaviour! 

Timothy was a young man in his late thirties when Paul wrote this letter to him. Paul admonishes him: "Avoid the desires that endanger a young person." Actually, it literally says: "Flee away from desires". This is especially true when someone has prominence in life, as these desires can truly become dangerous. If you're a sports or music star and girls are throwing themselves at your feet, then you must start running, or rather flee! It's so easy to give in and let your desires take over. The same goes for the flashing lights of a casino. Just a few coins in the slot, one after another. And then a heap of money falls out of the belly of the one-armed clown in your lap. Because it's that easy, you dare not stop and the desire for more money drives you to keep going and going. I've seen how people let a thriving business go up in smoke because of gambling. It's better to stay away altogether, or even better, flee from such places! The enchantment of the lights hypnotizes you completely! 

However, Paul's warning to Timothy is not just negative. There is a positive aspect too: "Pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, together with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart." The word "pursue" can actually be better translated as "chase". So flee from your desires and chase after the good! During my military service, I lapsed into sin. I was barely back home when the young people from the church in Durban North fetched me. They involved me in their delightful, adventurous life of mountain climbing, camping, playing on the beach, and watermelon feasts. It was great fun! In between, Bible studies were held, and every Sunday evening we had praise and worship that made the rafters shake! 

Gradually, I learned that being a Christian doesn't necessarily mean sitting with a stern face and reading the Bible, but that you can enjoy life to the fullest! Our lives were full of excitement, such as the time we rented a bus and went to visit a missionary station at Bambizana in the Transkei. Apart from the fact that the bus got stuck in the mud for a whole day, it was still a weekend that I will remember forever! The visits with the missionaries to their congregation members, praying together, socializing, singing together - what an experience! And then there was the time... No, I'll keep you busy for hours with stories if you let me! 

If you want to see what we got up to in those years, take a look at the website: dagstukkie.co.za/kjv And if you were perhaps residing somewhere in Durban in the late sixties, you might just recognize yourself in one of the photos! 

When I look at the young people in our church today and I also see the excitement and enthusiasm, then I know that all is not lost: there are still young people willing to flee from desires and pursue righteousness with passion. It gives me new courage! 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank you for young people who are still willing to serve You with dedication and joy! 
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Senseless Arguments 

2 Timothy 2:23-26 

"Do not have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, because you know they produce quarrels." (2 Timothy 2:23). 

Oh dear! How easily one can get drawn into utterly senseless arguments sometimes! I recall a debate a few years ago which included the world-famous Prof. Stephen Hawking and the controversial minister Pik Botha. The super-smart professor told Uncle Pik that there's no life after death. You're like a computer that shuts down when you die. There's just nothing! The debate revolved around Hawking's question: is there life after death? The debate was broadcast on the TV show 50/50. 

The answer for any believer is actually quite simple, but the scientists trying to rationalize this puzzle just reasoned themselves deeper and deeper into the mess. The only person who made sense was an atheist, the chairman of the so-called Sceptical Society. His reasoning, that Christians completely ignore science is partly true, because often we walk with eye flaps on and believe only what tradition has taught us, without properly reading the Word. The paleontologist in that conversation believed that a human is just a heap of bones! That's all he ever excavated! Eventually, the debate turned to evolution and the age of the earth. 

But then the Christians came up with the strangest reasoning! They talked so much in circles that no one could ultimately make out what they really believed. With all their clever reasoning, they completely confused the TV viewers who had questions about the topic! The only person who got his way in this debate was the atheist, because after the conversation there were many more people who were sceptical! 

If you ask me what I believe about this question? I believe with all my heart that there is life after death. After all, the Bible teaches me so! Done! Evolution, how old the earth really is, and when man was created have absolutely nothing to do with this! 

Paul emphasizes: Do not get involved in side issues about which the Bible does not clearly speak, because you might cause much more harm than good! I could also come up with very nice arguments about creation and evolution. I have my own theories about this. Mind you: these are only theories because neither the Bible nor science give a hundred percent certainty about these things! However, if I were to write here this morning what I believe about it, half of the readers would agree with me and the other half would say I'm talking nonsense. What have I gained? Absolutely nothing! But I've lost half of the readers! That would be tragic... 

Paul admonishes that if someone makes hurtful accusations against you, then do not get angry or try to explain them away with all sorts of reasoning. Rather respond with friendlyness! I must confess that I've often gotten hot under the collar when someone attacked me unfairly. I've often been told how wrong my faith really is and that such faith will never, ever get me to heaven! Yes, I've been criticized for leading everyone who reads these daily pieces astray and causing them to wander with me! 

A believer must not allow such remarks to make you lose your temper. Stay friendly and rather keep your mouth shut! However, if the Bible makes a clear statement on the matter, you must not remain silent about it either! Make sure you're equipped to give an appropriate answer. However, it must still be done with kindness so that you don't end up completely losing that person. 

I must always remember that it's not my good knowledge of Scripture or my good reasoning ability or even my kindness that changes people's hearts. It's only God who can convert people and bring them to knowledge of the truth! This is clearly spelled out in 2 Timothy 2:25. Many people have asked me how to become a Christian and I've sent a nice explanation in my best language and writing style to many people, explaining exactly how it works. But if the Holy Spirit doesn't lead that person to conversion, all my nice words are totally in vain! By the way, at bit.ly/bbTell, you can download a booklet that can help you explain the Gospel simply to someone. The title: How do I tell someone about Jesus? It is written in Afrikaans, English and Zulu. 

Of course, your kindness never means that you passively accept when someone preaches false doctrine. False doctrine is something that contradicts everything that the holy Word of God proclaims and about this Paul has often spoken out very strongly. You must not tolerate such things! Unfortunately, a false teaching is like drunkenness, you cannot think soberly about it as long as you're trapped in it. Again, vehement reasoning will only further fuel someone who is confused by it. I have painfully realized this myself in my reasoning with certain faith groups. All my arguments have yielded absolutely nothing. It's only God who can change their view! 

Prayer: 

Lord, please give me an abundance of kindness and calmness and sobriety when I'm bombarded with senseless arguments! 
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Danger in the Tall Grass 

2 Timothy 3:1-5 

So, one day my Mosbolletjie accused me (falsely of course!) of supposedly creating a dangerous situation! Those years we had a bush cottage in Marloth Park. 

The whole saga actually started one morning early when I sat on the porch enjoying my coffee and gazed across the plain. Well, that's exactly the feeling I got from my lawn, a vast expanse with nothing on it! We struggled to get even a tiny patch of grass to grow with the warthogs constantly digging everything up. But eventually, it started to grow and before I knew it, we had a large, bare lawn like a town garden and I didn't like what I saw there at all! And right there, a wild idea struck me, that I later almost regretted letting such a thought ever cross my mind. But then it was already too late, and I had to push through! 

It was just after the '95 heavy rains and the veldt was a paradise, lush and green with wildflowers  blooming above the tall stems. Right there, I made a decision and started digging up the lawn and planted wild grass tufts everywhere. Here and there, a bush or two was also smuggled in and out of sheer delight I planted wildflowers wherever I found a gap. Later there was such a wild bush that I almost got lost on my own property! A jungle, pure jungle! 

But it was right there where the domestic crisis almost began, all because of a few little tufts of grass! I still tried to be my old cheerful self here by the fire that night but Mosbolletjie remained grumpy. And every now and then she kept peering over her shoulder as if some tiger or lion could supposedly leap out of those thickets. And she was upset! It's all my fault, she claims, I’m the one who created such a dangerous jungle right next to the braai area. But she also gave some nice advice herself: "That rock will look nice there" and "that area is still too bare. Plant another tuft of grass or a bush there." 

Oh boy! Then it started to get dark. We were still enjoying ourselves and chatting, when it felt as if something was watching me. Sometimes you get such a feeling, a bit of a creepiness at the back of your neck. Amongst the very new grass tufts, two black eyes and a shiny black nose peeked at us. One by one they emerged - mongooses. Suddenly they came to life, and then they scurried all over the lawn, digging for insects, all around us! 

It wasn't long before night threw its pitch-black blanket over us and the bush concert began. The old hyena sang his lament: "Whoooop-whoooop" and Lion rumbled along while the tree frogs hit the high notes chirp-chirp-chirp. The hippo nearby laughed heartily from his belly out of sheer delight near the big jackalberry tree: "Oeemff-grunt-grunt-jugge-jugge, grunt" for a far-under-the-belt joke that made the whole bush tremble! Above us, the stars laughed brightly! 

Suddenly Mosbolletjie nudged me in the ribs with her elbow. She has a habit of doing that! Just when I'm falling asleep, she usually does that and then she claims I snore. Snore! Me? Imagine! Nonetheless, Mosbolletjie nudged me in the ribs (not because I snore) and I know trouble is brewing! She hears something in the tall grass, the grass that I planted the day before. My neck hairs are actually standing on end from fright, and Mosbolletjie's eyes are as big as soucers as she tries to see. 

Then three kudus step cautiously out of the thickets. It's just their giant ears sticking out above the grass as they stand and gaze at us calmly, wide-eyed. Suddenly the night in the bush is beautiful and friendly and as soft as the kudus' velvet eyes. 

And I whisper to Mosbolletjie, "Look, out of this 'dangerous', wild bush, only beautiful things have come! Isn't that right, Darling?" 

And then she does it again: she nudges me in the ribs! 

"In the last days there will be difficult times," warns Paul to Timothy. He writes about the people Timothy will deal with every day - they will be selfish, greedy, boastful, arrogant, unloving, rebellious and even cruel. His list goes on and on, and it looks even worse than that "dangerous" jungle I created! 

Doesn't the list sound very familiar? Isn't it the world we live in today? "Stay away from such people!" Paul warns Timothy. 

Does this mean that we must avoid everyone who sins? But we work with them! No, I don't think that was Paul's intention. But we must be very careful not to identify ourselves with the things they do. So, if I'm invited to an event where I know beforehand that ungodly things will happen, I'd rather stay away and I won't attend a performance if I know the artist will utter disgusting things. 

But in our next devotional, we'll look more deeply into this Scripture passage. 

Prayer: 

Lord, please give me a cheerful disposition at all times, even when things sometimes seem dark and dangerous! 


33 

Difficult Times Ahead 

2 Timothy 3:1-9 

You probably recall that Paul is actually writing a testament here. In a typical testament of that time, it was customary to make a prediction. Speculation would be made about what the future would hold for you, the reader of the testament. Some testament writers might predict that the future for their reader would involve wealth, prosperity and happiness. They might foresee grand parties, with women falling head over heels for your charm! 

However, Paul paints a very different picture. He had indeed experienced life and had seen what awaits the believer. It definitely won't be easy, because the devil is like a roaring lion seeking to devour whatever stands in his way. Therefore, Paul warns Timothy and of course everyone reading this testament: "You must know this: in the last days there will be difficult times." The last days Paul speaks of began with the resurrection of Jesus and continue until His return. The "difficult times" Paul speaks of relate to the people living in those times. The world is characterized by godless people who are becoming increasingly rebellious. People driven by their sinful nature. They were already present in Timothy's time and as we approach the Second Coming, their actions worsen. We read about it every day in the newspapers. It's gotten so bad that you're afraid to open a newspaper or watch the news because all you see is violence, robbery, rape, scandals, and wars. Day by day, we're shaken by disgusting things like baby murder and human trafficking! 

But maybe we should go carefully through this suffocating list that Paul rattles off here. Selfishness, greed, boasting, arrogance, insults! And that's just the beginning! I've already recognized something of myself in just these first few gruesome sins. Lack of love, unforgiveness - now it's becoming very personal! Is there truly some of this disgusting worldly sinfulness in me as well? I think one must first undergo a thorough self-examination with Paul's list in front of you before you want to condemn the world. Certainly, we must also know that God is merciful and that He has forgiven us these sins, but at the same time my life as a believer must be such that I am increasingly breaking away from the old sinful nature and living closer to God's will. 

We must also remember that in "the last days" there will indeed be more and more hypocrisy (v.5). These are people who sit in church every Sunday and worship with us with a pious face but who are inwardly corrupt and do not truly believe. Paul warns us against such people and says that we should stay away from them because through their hypocrisy and smooth talk, they can easily deceive and confuse believers who are not strong in faith! 

It's interesting that the examples Paul mentions here of the methods these false teachers use with their hypocrisy are still used today. He mentions here people who captivate gullible women. Think about the numerous cultic religious groups that have emerged over the past few years and have especially seduced women to live in seclusion and even immorality with them and to follow their teaching. And all of this in the name of "pure faith!" In Paul's time, women were largely uneducated and thus very easy prey for these people who infiltrated families. Today, we must still ensure that every member of our family is equipped with the core truths of the Christian faith to make them resilient from a young age against the numerous false teachings that wash over our children like waves. In schools, they are exposed to all sorts of cultic confusions. When you and I were in school, everyone were Christians, our friends and the teachers. Today, it's very different and our children deal daily with Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism and traditional African religions. All these things have an influence on the children, especially if the teacher might also be a Hindu or something similar. 

Now I might say something that will shock you: Thank goodness that religious education in schools has been abolished! But wait, let me qualify this statement: just think what would happen if a Hindu or a Muslim teacher had to take a religious education class. The consequences would be terrifying! Religious education should happen at home! That's where our children should learn about Jesus and about God's grace as well as what true faith means. And it's every parent's solemn duty to ensure that their children receive formal education at church. Most congregations have a dedicated catechism team that receives ongoing training and provides children with balanced, pure knowledge of faith. But the church's duty isn't enough! A true life of faith and love can only be taught in the home by the example that you and I as parents set for our children. 

 

 

 

Prayer: 

Lord, as I read through Paul's list of sins, I see so many things that are wrong in my life. Please fill my entire life with Your Holy Spirit and help me rid myself of all my sins! 
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Persevering Through Hardship 

2 Timothy 3:10-13 

In the passage we read yesterday, Paul mentions Jannes and Jambres. Unfortunately, I couldn't dwell on that. An ancient Jewish tradition held that these were two sorcerers who stood before Pharaoh with Moses and even imitated Moses' miracles. They underwent a semblance of conversion and journeyed with the Israelites. However, they were also instigators of the rebellion at Mount Sinai, where the golden calf was made. Whether this is a true story, we may never know. Paul uses this story to illustrate that pseudo-Christianity will also come to light. In contrast, Paul now wants to show Timothy what the difference should be between such a hypocritical believer and a true follower of Jesus. 

I was shocked to learn about the so-called "Emerging Church" movement. This movement claims, among other things, that other religions like Buddhism are also valid and that we can incorporate them into our own faith. They discard all boundaries, and even belief in Jesus is not necessary! And this isn't something happening only in far-off places like America and Australia. Many prominent pastors and theologians in South Africa are also proponents of this new "faith". In John 14:6, Jesus said, "I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through Me." No matter how beautiful and noble and accommodating this new perspective may seem, Jesus' words will stand firm! He is and remains the Only Saviour! You can Google it for yourself. 

Faith doesn't come cheap! Paul writes to Timothy that he knows Timothy is different from the hypocrites because he can see it in his teaching, conduct and purpose in life. His faith, patience, love and endurance are visible, even in the face of persecution! Timothy learned these things from Paul. Yes, Timothy was just a very young believer when Paul did missionary work in Antioch, Iconium, and Lystra during his first missionary journey. That's where he first met Timothy. In Timothy's hometown of Lystra, an angry mob seized Paul and stoned him. He was pelted with rocks so severely that everyone thought he was dead. However, Paul continued to preach for many years afterward! This event must have made an indelible impression on Timothy. 

To tell the truth, this incident must have made a great impression on many more people. Not long before this incident, Paul preached in the synagogues of Antioch and Iconium to the Jews, telling them about Jesus' resurrection from the dead. For this, they drove him out of the city and pursued him, and ultimately stoned him in Lystra so that he lay "dead" before them. I think their amazement was great when the very same "dead" Paul walked alive the next day in the streets of Lystra. He demonstrated Jesus' resurrection! 

When Paul reminds Timothy of the terrible hardships of that time, it's not to evoke sympathy but to point to the power and greatness of God. After all, He is the One who rescued him from the clutches of death on that day, as well as on many other occasions thereafter. 

Hardship is not necessarily a bad thing for a church. Actually, it's something that often purifies the church. There's an old saying that goes: "If the churches are made of wood, the members are made of gold. If the churches are made of gold, the members are made of wood!" So rejoice in the Lord when things get tough in your church, because it's in such times that people truly get to know God and fall on their knees! 

Hardship, persecution and temptation of the church will continue. In reality, it's getting worse as we approach the end times. Hypocrites are infiltrating everywhere - in politics and even in the church. Godless people will also go from strength to strength and it seems so unfair to us! Paul warns Timothy about these things and reminds him that persecution and deprivation will not cease for the true believer. Yes, later Timothy himself would realize the painful truth of this statement when he also ended up in prison. You can read about it in Hebrews 13:23. 

You and I must have realistic biblical expectations, whether I'm an "ordinary" member or a leader in my church. It's especially the spiritual leaders who must understand the implications of our faith life very clearly and be ready to guide members when tough times and persecution come. It's so easy to lose courage when things don't go as expected. In such times, people grab onto any straw, especially the wrong kind! The qualities that Paul mentioned above, namely love, perseverance, patience and so on, are particularly important in such circumstances because you need them to give hope to others, often while you yourself are bearing the brunt of the same oppression. Paul was the model example for us in this regard because while he endured the worst persecution imaginable, he never stopped encouraging, comforting and strengthening others! 

Prayer: 

Lord, please always give me a joyful spirit and a smile to inspire others - even through my own times of hardship! 
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The Word 

2 Timothy 3:14-17 

In our previous passage we heard Paul's admonition: STAY AWAY FROM pseudo-Christians who go from bad to worse, those who only sow discord and make life difficult for believers (3:5). Now he commands: "STAY WITH what you have learned and firmly believe" (3:14). With this, Paul doesn't mean that we should go through life with blinkers on and not look left or right. Rather, he implies that you should continually explore the Bible. It's packed with truths that make the proclamation of the Gospel of salvation practical in all circumstances. The first question that immediately comes to mind is: "What about the Old Testament? Isn't it archaic and only relevant to the ancient Jews?" Partially, that may be true. Many of the laws and traditions of the Old Testament were aimed at pointing forward to the Messiah who was to come. Nevertheless, the entire Scripture, from Genesis to Revelation, is inspired by God and you can learn something from every part of it. Over the past few years, we've covered several books from the Old Testament in our passages. And I believe that each of us could draw wonderful inspiration from those Old Testament books! 

Only through a thorough knowledge of the entire Bible can you be able to process the thoughts of those who try to mislead you with all sorts of falsehoods, and get to the root of the truth! By continually studying the Bible, you will be able to make what you have learned and firmly believe actual in your life and share it with others. 

When we read the Bible, we must realize one thing very thoroughly: God Himself is speaking in the Bible! So when you do Bible study, it's the Holy Spirit who is equipping you. Therefore, quickly opening your Bible and reading a verse to appease your conscience borders on disrespect for the Holy God. In fact, we must realize with great reverence that we personally have to deal with the all-holy Author of the Bible itself every time we open the Bible. 

As already mentioned, God inspired the Bible. This means that, although He used ordinary people to do the writing, He ensured everything that is written there. He chose to reveal His will in this way. We must, therefore, realize that this is not just a collection of stories, history, poems and testimonies, but that behind every human story is the inspiration of the almighty, all-knowing God. 

If we sit down and think carefully about the content of the Bible, you can only applaud in wonder. It was written over thousands of years and by a variety of writers. Some of them were highly learned men like Paul. Others were kings and poets like David and Solomon. Then there were the simple farmers like Amos and fishermen like Peter and John. This Scripture was read and understood by simple people from ancient times, where modern technology was not even a dream. Today, in our world of science and knowledge, it is still just as relevant and we still learn just as much from it. Absolutely none of the wonderful inspiration has been lost over the millennia! 

The question now is: How should I handle the Bible? How should I read it? I think the most important principle is that you must do it prayerfully. We must always take into account the divine character of the Bible and therefore it is necessary to pray to the Holy Spirit to help you understand the real meaning of a particular passage. An important principle is that you don't see your own opinion about a particular verse or passage but always read it in its context. So feel free to use a good concordance and Bible commentary. 

There are three situations that we must always keep in mind when reading the Bible: First, we must understand what happened when the event originally took place. The writer often wrote it down a thousand years later, so we must understand the circumstances when it was written down and what its message was for its readers at that time. Thirdly, we must then understand what the Holy Spirit wants to say to me with it today. These can be three completely different things. So use a good commentary to provide you with this necessary background. 

It is also extremely important to know the rules for understanding different types of writings. Poems, history, prophecies, parables, wisdom writings, letters etc. must each be read and understood in their own unique way. 

And then we must never consider the divine and at the same time human character of the Bible as contradictory. Rather, see it as a wonder of God through which He enters your world in an understandable way to have a relationship with you. Always respect the miraculous character of the Bible by never holding your own interpretation as the only message. And finally: LIVE the Bible! 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank you for this wonderful Word that You have given us. Teach us to understand it correctly and to use it! 
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The Lord's Command 

2 Timothy 4:1-5 

To proclaim the Word is not merely an option for a Christian leader. It is a command from God! 

It was winter in 1966 and bitterly cold in the Free State. I was fortunate to have a cushy job working in the central military camp in Bethlehem, while my comrades toiled in a mock war near Harrismith. One day, the order came: "Pack your things, you're heading to Harrismith in an hour!" I wanted to protest: "No, it's really not necessary..." but the officer barked, "It's an order!" You don't argue when you receive a military order, and an hour later I was piled on the back of a Bedford truck with a heap of supplies on the way to Harrismith. 

Later that night, I was assigned to guard duty. It was pitch dark and bone-chilling cold and I couldn't see the hole in the ground where the cooks had thrown out rotting pumpkin, so I fell into it headfirst! I crawled out drenched. And I stank! An hour later, I crawled, still soaked and stinking, into my sleeping bag under the stars with a biting breeze chilling me to the bone. A layer of ice formed over my sleeping bag. My legs ached from the bitter cold. Accidentally, the icy barrel of my rifle hit my face and I recoiled in pain! 

Suddenly, someone shouted a command: "The terrorists have infiltrated Harrismith! We must go get them!" Five minutes later, I found myself on an open truck. The icy wind cut like blades through my skin, but I dared not say a word. At four in the morning, we stormed into Harrismith. A brief skirmish ensued. One of the "terrorists" threw a grenade at me. It exploded at my feet with a deafening blast, damaging my hearing irreparably, leaving me deaf to this day. The "terrorists" surrendered almost without resistance, not because we were so good but defeated by the bitter cold! 

This operation was not fun; it was an ordeal in more than one way! I did it because I received the command. I didn't dare ignore the command, or else detention barracks (DB) would be my future! 

Every believer also receives a command from God, one to spread the Word. There are significant similarities between that command and the military one, but also many significant differences. Just as I didn't dare ignore the Major's order to storm the town at the most impossible time, I also don't dare ignore God's command to spread His Word at the most impossible time. And just as there are extremely difficult times, pain, and even accidents involved in following a military command, so it is sometimes with the execution of God's command. It's definitely not always easy and you can get badly hurt in the process. It requires perseverance, determination and pushing on and when the "cold" feels too severe, you must keep going. Often it requires you to minister at an extremely inconvenient time, sometimes even in the middle of the night while others are snug asleep. It might require rudely interrupting your social life. However, in the process, we must never act impolite or lovelessly. 

However, there are also some significant differences: Firstly, you will never be cursed or punished if you refuse. God's command is not condemning but a friendly "please" command. You obey not out of fear but out of love. You don't do it to spiritually survive but because you've already received spiritual life as a gift. You're grateful for what the Lord has already done for you, and now you'll do everything in your power to please God, won't you? Indeed, there may be hardship and suffering, but you close your eyes and press on because the goal you're working towards is a glorious one! 

Your main objective isn't just a chase after wind and mock battles and certainly not warfare where people might perish! It's precisely to bring life and to throw a lifeline to someone who is on the brink of being lost. With every milestone reached in your work, there's a host of angels in heaven rejoicing! Furthermore, the enemy is not just an imaginary one, as in my "war" in Harrismith. The enemy in question here is a reality, the dragon of whom John writes in Revelation, the devil himself! His soldiers are those who spread all kinds of false teachings and try to lead people into eternal damnation! 

When we finally defeated the "terrorists" in Harrismith that day, everyone cheered. Then we had to pack up camp and return to Bethlehem where the usual mundane military work awaited us. We counted the days painfully until our eventual discharge... 

Oh yes, the believer also rejoices with every victory. But afterward, the battle is tackled anew. However, the huge difference is the wonderful prospect that when the battle is over for the day, it's not just back to the old grindstone. Beyond "Bethlehem," the glow of the new Jerusalem is already shining through. Oh, I can't wait for that wonderful, exciting day when I will see Jesus, my Redeemer, face to face and be able to sit at His feet. Will He then be able to say to me, "Well done, my good and faithful servant! You have faithfully done what I asked of you!" 

Prayer: 

Lord, please grant me a burning passion in my heart today to faithfully and zealously carry out Your command! 
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Race of Life 

2 Timothy 4:6-8 

Paul is in the shadow of death and precisely what awaits him, he himself does not know! Will he be beheaded? Perhaps fed to the lions as so many of his fellow-believers have been? Or might he also be smeared with tar and set ablaze to serve as a live streetlamp? The prison gates could swing open at any moment for the soldiers to drag him out. Paul does not deny the fact that his death is imminent nor does he ignore it. He speaks of it, discusses it and makes it an effective part of his preaching strategy. After all, he is in the service of God in life and in death! 

One's entire life should be an offering to the honour of God. That is why Paul also symbolically views his final days as part of the Old Testament prescription of the sacrificial process, where a drink offering is poured out for the Lord. Thus, he also wants to be a lovely offering for the last time and to be useful to the Lord until the very last minute. 

For many people, old age means sitting on the stoep, hands folded, saying, "Now I've done enough, now I’m resting!" Such sitting on the stoop can often last for many years, years that could have been spent very fruitfully. A good example of someone who decided that his life could not end in sitting on the stoep is Rev. Samuel Blom. After his retirement he went to live in Durban. To his shock, he had to see how the once bustling City Centre congregation in Smith Street had died, simply because there was no money. He immediately stepped in and started working to shepherd a financially poor congregation that couldn't even maintain the old church building. There was no talk of any form of compensation for him as a pastor, but he did his work with love and joy for several years without compensation. 

Paul says in verse 6 that the time of his death is at hand. The word he uses here literally means that a ship about to depart from the harbour is unmoored from the quay. If you've ever stood on a quay, you'll know that it may not be one of the most beautiful places. It's dusty, dirty, rough and weathered by thousands of ships that have been moored there over the years. When that ship is unmoored, it sets its course for the wide open ocean where the fresh, clean water splashes against its bow and the sea breeze smells fresh, very different from the stinking old harbour! 

In your life, you are also tied to many things. There are your possessions, debts, sins, people, family, loved ones, even your own body! You must live prepared so that you are not too tightly "bound" to your money and earthly possessions, otherwise such a process of detachment can be very difficult! Always remember that when a ship sails away, it is not a forever farewell and her passengers will see each other again at another destination. The holy Word of God promises us that we will see each other again, as we read, among other places, in 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17. 

Just as a beautiful passenger ship fills her place at the quay and it feels as if her departure will leave a huge void, so it often feels for you too. You feel that your departure will be a great loss to everyone. Who will ever take your place? Will the quay be empty and deserted without you? No one is irreplaceable, and soon the space will be filled again, perhaps even by a more beautiful and luxurious ship! 

Yes, but life is also like a race, says Paul. He is already running that last bit of the race track. Before him, the finish line beckons closer and closer and it is with great excitement that he exerts his last strength. It was an exhausting race for Paul, but he clenched his teeth until the bitter end! 

You and I are also still in that race. Often the inclines are soul-destroying. Sometimes it feels as if your faith muscles simply cannot go a step further, but then a water station suddenly appears out of nowhere and you find the strength to continue courageously. Our race of faith is in many ways like the Comrades Marathon. Some people enter that race totally unprepared and drop out early. Others train hard for it and they reap the rewards at the finish line. 

Just as athletes, often unknown to each other, support, encourage and cheer each other on in the Comrades, so there are fellow-believers in your race of faith who constantly encourage and support you. It is of utmost importance that you never try to run this race alone. Believers strengthen each other. However, there is one very big difference: in the Comrades, it is your own strength that gets you to the finish line. In the race of faith, however, it is God's strength that gets you there! You just have to be willing to run. 

Lastly, there is the prize: for some, it is a gold medal, for others, a certificate. But for everyone who completes the Comrades, a prize awaits. For everyone who completes the race of faith, there is also a wonderful prize, Eternal Life with Christ. And for those who complete the race with distinction, there is much more waiting! 

Prayer: 

Lord, make me willing to give all my strength in the wonderful race of faith! 
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Enthusiasm

2 Timothy 4:9-13

What makes a gospel minister "love the world"? In Colossians 4:14 and also in Philemon 24, we read about Demas, where Paul casually mentions that he is with him. We actually know very little about him, other than that he probably assisted Paul. Nowhere do we hear that he was a "problem," so he was probably a "good" person. But nowhere do we see that he excelled in Kingdom work. He was just there. Done! He simply did his work. And when things started heating up for Paul, Demas decided that the outside world was a better, or rather perhaps a safer place. He left Paul like a hot potato when he needed him most and departed for Thessalonica!

It's very dangerous to be lukewarm in your spiritual life! As soon as the pressure starts to mount, whether social pressure, financial pressure or simply desires, there is a danger that you will begin to lose your way and drift back to your old sinful life. And once you're there, it's ten times as difficult to return to the Lord, because you're ashamed that you've strayed. What will people say? I've seen it many times, and it's rare that such a person ever leads a fruitful spiritual life again.

What is the answer then? Don't live lukewarm! Live wholeheartedly and enthusiastically for the Lord! You can live a full spiritual life without really sacrificing your everyday life. I know many people who live wholeheartedly for the Lord but at the same time enjoy life to the fullest. If I can testify about my own life: it takes me every morning an hour or two to write the daily readings and often I have to sacrifice my evenings for some church meeting or another. On Sundays I have to wrestle through the entire service behind video cameras and my computer, and when everyone else relaxes afterward, I  edit videos often until late Sunday afternoon. I sometimes spend many hours organizing a regional church meeting for the Durban area, preparing reports, writing minutes and doing correspondence.

But I still have plenty of time to enjoy life to the fullest. And best of all, I enjoy myself immensely when I write the daily readings! It's the most delightful work the Lord could ever give me! I also enjoy the two newsletters I have to put together every week, the video work and even the church meetings because I can fully unleash my creativity in all these areas!

Paul not only writes about Demas, but he also mentions Crescens and Titus who departed. However, their departure was very different from that of Demas because they came to visit Paul to receive final instructions from him and now they have gone to carry them out, each in his own church. For Tychicus, he sent him to Ephesus to relieve Timothy so that he could come visit Paul again. Tychicus was surely very excited about this because it was a wonderful challenge! Paul also asked Timothy to bring Mark along, probably John Mark who accompanied Paul on his first missionary journey.

And then there was Luke, the doctor who assisted Paul until the very end and often wrote letters for him because Paul's eyes were too weak. Writing what someone dictates to you is rather boring work, not something you'd associate with a medical doctor! But I think it may have awakened something in Doctor Luke, something that made his fingers itch to tackle some writing himself. Later, he also did further research on the life of Jesus, his Saviour. He talked to Mary and many others to get first-hand information about exactly what happened. Eventually, he wrote the wonderful Gospel of Luke. It was such a huge success that he then wrote the book of Acts. He experienced many of the events in Acts firsthand with Paul because he often joined Paul on his travels. Ultimately, Luke's writing covers even more volume than Paul's! Luke had a full, rich and exciting life simply because he was willing to do his part for the Gospel!

When Paul writes to Timothy about these people, we know that he is awaiting death. Any moment now...... Yet, he doesn't sit still and lament about what lies ahead for him. He continues to live as if there is still plenty of time left. He asks Timothy to bring his cloak along as well as his books and parchments. There is work to be done! There is still so much he wants to achieve. The Lord's work must go on!

Paul's incredible dedication is an example and inspiration for every Christian leader. Absolutely nothing on earth could distract his attention from his work for the Lord, not even prison or even exhausting punishment. Not even the impending martyrdom could extinguish his enthusiasm!

The question we must ask ourselves this morning is how enthusiastic we are about the Gospel? Is it just a lukewarm "do-I-have-to-do-it" as in Demas' case? Or does the fire of enthusiasm burn in us like it did in Crescens, Titus, Timothy, Tychicus, Mark and Luke? Their enthusiasm changed millions of lives. Has your enthusiasm ever brought about a change in someone's life?

Prayer:

Lord, I don't just want to lead a spiritual existence. Please give me a fire in my heart to do Your work with burning enthusiasm!
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Forgiveness

2 Timothy 4:14-22

VIDEO | AUDIO

You and I often feel very bitter about things people have done to us or perhaps because they have harmed the cause of the Lord. Sometimes it's fellow-believers who have gone astray and hurt people in the process. How do you respond to such people? I have seen so much sadness from individuals who have been hurt, rejected by parents, abused by a spouse and so on. How do you handle such lovelessness?

Paul concludes his testament with a few of these sad cases. It was customary for a testament in ancient times to be concluded with arrangements regarding actions toward adversaries. For example, we read in 1 Kings 2:1-8 about David when he lay on his deathbed and explained his testament to his son Solomon. Joab, one of his trusted men, committed cruel murder out of ambition and Solomon is instructed to punish him and Shimei. However, the sons of Barzillai are to be rewarded despite their reprehensible behaviour.

In Paul's testament, there are also two different kinds of actions towards people who have wronged him and thereby harmed the ministry. For some he prays that the Lord will repay them for their deeds, while for others he prays that the Lord will not hold their actions against them.

When do you pray for the Lord to punish someone and when do you pray for forgiveness? Is it right for me to pray that the Lord will repay someone for their deeds? Unfortunately, Paul doesn't provide much detail when he talks about Alexander the coppersmith, but we can infer that he didn't necessarily personally harm Paul. However, he caused great harm to the preaching! In verse 15, Paul writes with a heavy heart: "He greatly opposed our preaching!" Such things must not be tolerated, and if the cause of God is harmed, especially when someone does it knowingly and actively, then we must not remain silent! Such things require action. He warns Timothy to be very careful of this dangerous man and his prayer is that the Lord will repay him for what he has done.

On the other hand, we have people who have hurt Paul personally. These are people he trusted to assist him during his exhausting trial. He thought they were his friends, but they simply disappeared when his need was greatest! It's a great disappointment, but how does Paul deal with them? He prays that the Lord will forgive them!

Often we are very hurt by people. "I won't talk to him again!" I have often heard a believer say. If that's how you feel, then I ask that you perhaps take a moment to reflect on all the times you have hurt the Lord so much more through your own sins! How many times have you denied Him? How many times in your life have you listened as someone made a mockery of the holy Name of God and then pretended you didn't hear it? So many times in my own life have I disappointed the Lord bitterly. Out of His great, great grace He has come every time and forgiven me. In Isaiah 1:18, the Lord promises: "Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow." He forgives completely and He doesn't remember the sins again. We pray: "Forgive us our sins, as we also forgive those who sin against us." After all, Jesus taught us to pray like this. But do we do it? Are you and I willing to forgive someone who has wronged me? If we are serious about our faith, we will never, ever walk around with a grudge in our hearts and we will be willing to forgive completely!

In the conclusion of his poignant testament, Paul completely forgets about the things his adversaries have done to him and he makes statements of faith about his trust in God. As for them, he leaves it in the Lord's hands. Revenge and retribution are not his to take! He places his trust in the Lord because from Him alone does he derive his strength. Even when his preaching is harmed by people, it still comes to full fruition because God assists him in it.

Paul has complete resignation about his impending death because the Lord has rescued him from the "mouth of the lion." Possibly not physically from the "mouth" of the cruel Nero but certainly from the jaws of a much more cruel "lion," Satan! Paul places his hope in eternal values, for the Lord will snatch him from the power of the greatest enemy and take him to His heavenly Kingdom!

For the last time, Paul sends greetings to the dear people who have been so precious to him through the years: Priscilla, Aquila, and all the others who have given everything for the Kingdom of God. And now he hands the baton over to Timothy. It rests on the shoulders of this enthusiastic young man to continue and complete the race. Indeed, Timothy has done it! And now? Now the baton is in your hands. What will you do with it?

 

Prayer:

Lord, please give me strength and wisdom to complete the race that Paul and Timothy have run. I know that the victor's crown awaits me!
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Who was Timothy?

Below is a detailed summary of the life of Timothy:

1. Background and Family

Timothy was born into a mixed Jewish and Gentile family. His mother Eunice was Jewish and his grandmother Lois is also mentioned in the New Testament. They are praised for their sincere faith which they passed on to Timothy (2 Timothy 1:5). His father was Greek (Acts 16:1), making Timothy a product of a culturally diverse background.

2. Meeting with Paul

Timothy's meeting with Paul is recorded in Acts 16:1-3. Paul meets Timothy during his second missionary journey when he arrives in Lystra, a city in present-day Turkey. Timothy is already recommended by the believers in Lystra and Iconium. Paul takes Timothy along on his missionary journey and he is circumcised due to his Jewish heritage to avoid unnecessary controversy among the Jews.

3. Paul's Associate

Timothy becomes a trusted associate and companion of Paul. He accompanies Paul on several of his missionary journeys and helps him to preach the gospel and establish churches. Paul refers to Timothy as his "son in the faith" (1 Timothy 1:2; 2 Timothy 1:2) and entrusts him with important tasks.

4. Leadership Roles

Timothy is appointed as the overseer (possibly bishop?) of the church in Ephesus, an important and influential city in the early Christian world. Paul writes two letters to Timothy, known as 1 Timothy and 2 Timothy, in which he provides pastoral guidance, encouragement and instructions for the effective management of the church.

5. Character and Qualities

Timothy is described as a dedicated and faithful disciple of Christ, deeply involved in serving the Lord and his people. Paul praises his genuine faith, humility and zeal in ministry. Despite his young age, Timothy earns the respect of both Paul and the churches he serves.

6. Challenges and Trials

Timothy faces various challenges and trials in his ministry, including opposition from false teachers, internal conflicts within the church and the pressure to maintain sound doctrine and moral standards. Paul encourages him to be steadfast in faith and perseverance, reminding him of his calling and the importance of standing firm in the truth.

7. Legacy

Timothy's legacy extends beyond his own lifetime. His faithful service and leadership leave a lasting impression on the early Christian community. His example inspires subsequent generations of believers to follow Christ wholeheartedly and faithfully serve his church.

8. Summary

In summary, Timothy emerges as a key figure in early Christianity, known for his dedication to the gospel, his collaboration with the Apostle Paul and his leadership in the church. His life illustrates the qualities of loyalty, humility and perseverance in the face of challenges, leaving a rich legacy of Christian discipleship and ministry.

Source: ChatGPT, an artificial intelligence language model developed by OpenAI. All our translation work is also done by ChatGPT and then edited by Bettie Nel.
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