FINISHING WELL - 2 TIM. 2:1-7

FINDING PURPOSE IN LIFE #7

Harley did not have an easy life as a child.  His father passed away when he was just 6 years old.  While his mother was forced to work outside of the home to support the family, Harley babysat his younger brother and sister.


At age 10, Harley got his first job working outside of the home.  A nearby farmer hired him to do manual labor.  His pay was $2 a month.  Harley worked from that point on in his life.  He held a variety of jobs.  He was a streetcar conductor, he was a railroad fireman, he studied law by correspondence and practiced law for a while, he sold insurance, he operated a gas station, he even operated an Ohio River steamboat ferry.  But no job really seemed to fit Harley, and he drifted from job to job - he was a hard worker, but he never had found his nitch in the workplace -  until finally at the age of 65, in the early 1950's, Harley registered to receive Social Security.  His was the minimum payment - only $105 a month.  How was he going to live for the rest of his life on just $105 a month.


It was at this point that Harley decided that he would begin to pursue a passion that he had in life.  You see, Harley loved to cook.  It had all started as a 6 year old boy.  When his mother left for work and he was given the responsibility to watch over his younger brother and sister, one of the necessities was that he feed them something.  Harley, at that young age, found fulfillment in preparing a meal for his siblings.  So he kept that interest as a hobby throughout his life.  And he had worked as a cook in a restaurant as one of the many jobs that he had performed in life.  He had even developed a special recipe for fried chicken - a special blend of 11 herbs and spices.


So at age 65, with the new found freedom of his retirement, Harley began to travel from restaurant to restaurant.  The deal that he made was simple.  He cooked some chicken for the restaurant staff.  If they liked it, he would leave some of his special recipe behind and they would agree to give him a nickel for each piece of chicken sold.  There were no contracts - just a handshake.


Today, even though he has now been dead for  over 2 decades, Colonel Harland Sanders remains one of the most recognized personalities in our country.  More than 2 billion Kentucky Fried Chicken dinners are served annually in more than 80 countries around the world.  When KFC joined with Taco Bell and Pizza Hut in January of 1997, the new restaurant company called Tricon Global Restaurants became the world's largest restaurant system.  And it all began with 1 man after he retired from a series of manual jobs with the minimum Social Security stipend, making a decision to pursue his passion in life. 


We live in a youth oriented culture.  Whenever clothing or auto industry executives are looking for personalities to feature in advertisements, the young and beautiful invariably are chosen.  Athletes and movie stars dread the day when they turn 30.  Scientists continue to look for the fountain of youth - some product that can turn back the aging process - and when any progress seems to be made, it immediately becomes the feature story on the nightly news programs.  As an off shoot of this youth oriented culture, many have written off retired people.  Companies routinely downsize - getting rid of their older employees as excess baggage, disregarding their disciplined character and experience.  And this continual discrimination takes a toll on each of us - especially on those who reach their retirement years.  Many today are suffering from feelings of inadequacy despite almost unlimited potential.


Now we need to realize as Americans that many other cultures do not wrestle with these issues.  The wisdom and experience of age is recognized and honored in many other cultures in the world.  And they are better for it.  They have far greater depth than our superficial culture has.  But we need to recognize the simple fact that this is an issue that each of us must face in our world today.


The Bible doesn't place an age limit on finding purpose and meaning in life.  You can read the Bible from cover to cover and you will not find the word retirement in it.  Now I do not say this to begrudge retirement benefits.  I think that we should reward people for years of dedicated labor.  I think that it is a wonderful thing for a person who has consistently functioned under the stresses and pressures of daily labor in the workplace to be given the freedom to pursue activities of choice rather than obligation in their senior years.  But we need to realize that God has a purpose for us throughout our entire life.  The fact that He has sustained our heartbeat to this very moment is His word to us that He has a continued purpose for our lives.  So it is fitting and proper that we would end this series that has been focused on finding purpose and meaning in life looking at finishing our lives well.


I would invite you to turn with me to 2 Timothy 2.  Here we find some inspired words from a man who was finishing life well.  The Apostle Paul did not start out life very well.  He even committed some heinous crimes in the younger years of his life.  But he found the Lord Jesus Christ as his Savior on the road to Damascus.  And with this discovery, Paul found a new purpose and meaning in life.  Paul never lost that sense of purpose.  He died right in the center of God's perfect will in his life.  2 Timothy was the last epistle that Paul wrote.  He is an old man now.  And he has been imprisoned in a cold, damp dungeon.  Paul knows that the end is near for him.  He will write in 4:6:   6 For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure. 

But Paul could go on to write in verses 7-8:  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8 Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day  and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing. 
So here we have the model of a man who finished well.  Here we have a person who never lost his sense of purpose or meaning in life.  We are wise if we listen to the advice of such a man.  And I would direct your attention to 4 admonitions that Paul would give to us as well as the young man Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:1-7 - 4 suggestions necessary if we are to finish the race of this life well.


1.  The first admonition is to be strong. You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. (2:1)

There is a certain strength that comes only with time.  Those who have endured trouble and trials time after time gain a certain confidence and strength.  I was talking with some Florida natives on the phone a couple of months ago as the rash of Hurricanes was relentlessly threatening the eastern seaboard.  As we were seeing pictures of the interstate highways looking like parking lots from all of the people evacuating the area, I expressed concern to my friends that their biggest challenge might be getting out of the area.  “Getting out of the area?  We're not going anywhere.  We've endured hurricanes almost every year of our lives.  We'll just hunker down and let this one pass through as well.”  Now these people lived just a few miles from the proposed Hurricane’s path.  And they were certainly concerned about the upcoming storm.  They had boarded up windows and had made other necessary preparations.  But they were not in a state of panic.  Because they had been in this situation many other times in life and survived.  Their life experiences gave them a confidence that the newcomers just didn't have.  And I'm sure that their confidence gave strength and encouragement to many others in their community as well. 

This same process should take place in a spiritual way in the church as well.  Mature Senior Christians who are living out the purpose of God in their lives can bring a sense of stability to a church - therefore, Paul's admonition to be strong is most appropriate.


You see, senior saints have been through many changing seasons of the church.  They can remember the old evangelistic tent meetings.  In fact, there are some here this morning who might have been saved at a tent meeting.  Today, there aren't many who are willing to sit night after night on wooden benches with sawdust under their feet cramped in a breezy tent - but the old tent meetings certainly had an effective ministry in their day.  Some of our Seniors undoubtedly sat at the drive-in church that was out in our church parking lot during those balmy summer Sunday evenings.  I understand it was the first drive-in church in the nation.  Our seniors can remember the counter church movement of the 60's.  The unchurch that was a church but didn't want to look like a church that effectively reached many hippies during those revolutionary times.  Many of our seniors can remember the day when the Liberals pronounced God to be dead.  Remember those days?  Society didn't need God anymore.  Science had reached the place where God was no longer relevant.  But a few liberal theologians proclaiming God to be dead didn't make it so - and more Americans believe in the existence of God today percentage wise than ever before in our nation's history according to recent polls.  And with all of the changing trends and methods our mature believers have seen the one thing that has not changed is the power and relevance of God's word.  They have experienced a sense of Christ's promise - Heaven and Earth will pass away, but my word will endure forever.  And this has given a confidence in God's word to our mature senior saints that give strength to the church.

 
Now young people have the tendency to jump on the bandwagon of a new methodology that comes along.  But mature Christians know that while methodologies come and go, it is God's word that will continue to change lives.  We need for our senior saints to be strong in the grace of God - and as they do that, they find themselves fulfilling their purpose in life.

2.  A second admonition is to Pass on God's truth to others.  Notice verse 2 with me:   2 And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others. 

The Apostle Paul realized the importance of mentoring, of passing on God's truth to others who would then continue to proclaim God's truth to still others.  We get the term Mentoring from the person in Greek Mythology named Mentor.  Mentor was a friend of Odysseus.  When Odysseus was leaving for his long journey to Troy, he left Mentor with the responsibility of watching over his household in his absence.  That in a sense was what the Apostle Paul was doing here.  As he was languishing in this Mammertime Prison awaiting his own execution, he is writing this letter to Timothy passing on the torch of leadership, committing the household that God had given to him into Timothy's hands as it were.  So it is that mature Christians need to realize the importance of mentoring, discipling others, passing on God's truth to the next generation.


Dawson Trotman is remembered today as the founder of the Navigators.  The Navigators started when Trotman began to personally teach God's truths to a man enlisted in the Navy named Les Spencer.  After Spencer had spent several months with Trotman learning truths from God's word, he brought a friend with him one day.  Dawson, I would like for you to teach my friend some of the things we have been learning together.  Trotman wisely answered, I am not going to teach him.  You are going to teach him.  If you cannot teach him what we have been learning, then I have failed.  Les Spencer began to teach his friend.  His friend was soon teaching someone else.  To make a long story short, within a year, 125 men on that ship were meeting for private study meetings.  Then some of the men were transferred to other ships and bases.  By the middle point in World War 2, there were small groups of believers in over 1,000 ships and naval bases across the world studying the Bible together.  The Navigators was born.  But the story does not end there.  The FBI became curious about all of these groups meeting with no name or charter and began to investigate.  Agents tried to find out where these groups had started.  It took the FBI over 3 months to finally trace these groups back to Dawson Trotman who then satisfied them with his account of how this whole process had started.  The agents were amazed at how these Bible studies had spread throughout the entire Navy.  But that is how God intended for it to be.  One Christian entrusting God's truths to another person who in turn teaches others.

3.  But we need to quickly move to a 3rd important admonition found in verses 3 and 4.  Endure Hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus.  No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs - he wants to please his commanding officer.

The later years of life are difficult ones, filled with many hardships.  There is physical suffering that must be endured as this temporary body wears out and grows old.  There are the emotional pains of losing loved ones and the grief that goes along with those loses.   There can be the difficulty of living on a fixed income with rising prices all around.  While these years are often called the golden years, there are many factors which can easily tarnish the shine.  


Now we can rationally think through the cycle of life and see the importance of suffering in the overall scheme of things.  We all have a tendency to cling to this earthly life.  If this life were without any suffering at all, none of us would likely choose to leave it for we all have a desire for self-preservation as one of the foundational drives of our lives.  God must loosen our grip on this life as we near the time when He desires to call us to our heavenly home - and he usually uses suffering as at least a part of this process.  But knowing the purpose of suffering doesn't lessen its effect in our lives, does it?   The general rule of life is that the older one lives the greater one suffers - and suffering is never pleasant, it is always painful.


We must never forget that there are dozens of eyes watching us at all times - but especially when we are suffering.  Children, grandchildren, nieces and nephews,  friends.  If we are to finish well, it is imperative that we endure suffering as a good soldier of the Lord.  If we become bitter, if we become a chronic complainer, if we become an old curmudgeon - the suffering is not going to be lessened.  But our testimony will be tarnished and we won't be pleasing to our commander in chief.


This doesn't mean that we live in denial.  This doesn't mean that we fail to share our inner and outer hurts with our loved ones.  This doesn't mean that we paint a superficial smile on our face all the time.  But it does mean that in the rawest realities of life,  we stand firm in our spiritual commitment and faith realizing with Paul that the great sufferings of this present age are not even worth comparing to the glories that will be revealed in us one day.  Yes, the suffering of this life is great.  But it is as we endure hardship as a good soldier that we find victory in the battle and fulfill the purpose to which God has called us.
I think of dear Florence Farmer who continues to just hang on to this earthly life.  It is so hard to see her almost literally skin and bones.  She wants to go home to heaven, but for some reason God continues to allow her to live.  But who will ever know the impact that Florence is having on others who see her continuing sweet spirit in the face of such adversity.  I know she has had a tremendous impact on my own life.  We have had many sweet times of fellowship together, reading God’s word and praying.  I always leave her bedside rebuked for whining or complaining about my comparatively silly problems.  Florence is an example of one who is enduring hardship as a good soldier of Jesus Christ.  She is an example of one who is finishing strong and well. 

4.  Finally, we must End our lives playing by God's rules.  Notice what he writes in verses 5-7:  5 Similarly, if anyone competes as an athlete, he does not receive the victor's crown unless he competes according to the rules. 6 The hardworking farmer should be the first to receive a share of the crops. 7 Reflect on what I am saying, for the Lord will give you insight into all this. 

I can think of few sadder pictures than the athlete who went through all of the rigors and sufferings of training only to be disqualified and humiliated in the contest because he failed to play by the rules.  Mike Tyson is still ridiculed to this day because he bit the ear of Evander Holyfield and was disqualified from being the heavyweight champion of the world in the title fight.  Tyson trained hard to prepare for that fight.  He got up morning after morning and ran miles in his roadwork.  He spent hours punching bags.  He endured hundreds of hours in the ring sparing with partners.  Yet he was disqualified in an instant in the final contest because he failed to keep the rules.  Nobody remembers all of these hours of dedicated training today - people only remember a foolish person who threw away his dreams when he bit his opponent’s ear in the ring.


As sad as that picture is, it pales in comparison to the person who throws away his or her eternal rewards by breaking God's rules.  And, sadly, this sometimes happens in later life.  In those twilight years, some adopt the philosophy that I have lived by the rules my whole life so I can cut some slack now.  What a shame to be disqualified right near the end - just before the prize is secured.


Do you want to find purpose and meaning in life?


*recognize the true nature of this earthly life being just a brief training period when compared to our eternal existence.  We saw this lesson in Ps. 39. 


*realize that God has created you for a specific purpose - in fact, he gave to you all that you need to be successful for His purposes in life as you were being formed in your mother's womb.  You will remember that lesson from Ps. 139.


*realize that balance is necessary in life if we are to find our meaning and purpose.  We saw this from the example of Jesus Christ himself as he grew in wisdom and stature, in favor with God and man.
*Faith and courage are critical to finding our purpose in life.  We must be willing to take risks, to step out in faith following the Lord.  Remember David's model facing that giant Goliath in 1 Sam. 17.


*Love is the greatest of all.  It is only as we learn to give and accept love that true meaning can be found in life.  We found these examples in the 2 courtship and marriage stories in Genesis.


*There are certain perils that must be avoided for they will divert our attention from our purpose in life.  Solomon taught us this truth last week.


*And it is important to finish well.   We will finish well as we grow strong in the grace of the Lord, as we pass God's truth on to others, as we endure hardship as a good soldier of Christ Jesus and as we are careful to play the game of life by God's rules.


If we do these things, we can have the confidence to say with the Apostle Paul at the end of life - I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that day - and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.
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