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The Source of Our Strength: 2 Timothy 1:8-18 

Have you ever had an experience where you realized that your beliefs, or your values, 
were out-of-step? Where you realized that your opinions didn’t align with popular opinion? 
That realization can be jarring, can’t it? I was seven the first time I experienced this. I was 
wearing my super-cool cowboy outfit; which was basically a combination of my sister’s clothes, 
and all of my weapons. And I was playing with some neighborhood friends. And then Henry – 
the new kid on the block – came out to play. And I said, “Hey Henry, check out my cowboy 
costume. Pretty cool right?” And without hesitation, he said, “it’s stupid.” And I was shocked. I 
thought, “Stupid? How could anyone think this is stupid?” Now, I’d never really been insulted 
before. So I wasn’t sure how to respond. But I remembered that there was a stock response I 
could use in these situations; a comeback that always worked. And then, it popped into my 
head, “I know you are, but what am I?” “Bingo!” I thought. And so I said it…well, not quite. 
Actually, I said it backwards; “I know I am, but what are you?” And the instant those words left 
my mouth I thought, “Oh no! What have I done?” And Henry looked at me, with both shock and 
sinister delight. And he said, “What am I? I’m fresh.” Which in retrospect, was a funny thing for 
him to say, right? Keep in mind, this took place in the early 90’s. So the word “fresh” was really 
fresh back then. But after our little altercation, I felt differently about the cowboy costume. In 
fact, I never wore it again. Why? Because this kid, who I’d never even played with, thought it 
was stupid. And therefore, so did I.  

The people around us have a profound impact on what we believe and what we value. 
At first, our parents dictate what we believe. But at some point – usually around adolescence – 
we start to question their authority. In Middle School, I remember thinking, “wait a minute, I’m 
a Christian because my parents are Christians. If they were Bhuddists, I’d be a Bhuddist. If they 
were Atheists, I’d be an Atheist. What do I believe?” And then, I became a truly free thinker. 
Actually, I just started listening to my friends. And they became the arbiters of what was good 
and true. Later in life, it’s teachers. Then it’s professors. And then it’s bosses, or some media 
outlet, or some peer group. But in any case, our environment shapes us. It shapes what we 
believe, or – at least – how we feel about what we believe.    

And when culture shifts; when people begin to think differently than we do; it’s  
natural to experience tension; to feel out of place; or to be embarrassed about your beliefs.  
America’s religious landscape is changing. A recent Pew Forum survey bears this out.1 Between  
the years of 2007 and 2014, nearly every branch of Christianity experienced numeric decline.  
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Now, the church did make gains in some places. But church growth hasn’t kept pace with 
population growth. So this means that a shrinking percentage of Americans hold traditional, 
Christian beliefs. 

So how should believers respond to this shift in public opinion? Well, clearly, it presents 
us with an intellectual challenge. To many people, the Christian faith lacks plausibility. And it’s 
important for us to understand why; to honor people’s questions; and, to engage people on an 
intellectual level. But this shift also presents us with a social challenge. When a group’s views 
start to become less mainstream; when public opinion shifts; I think there are two natural 
responses; two ways a group might be tempted to respond.    

On the one hand, a group can isolate. It feels pressure to conform. It fears that its 
influence is dwindling. And so it goes into preservation mode. People in the group think, “the 
world is against us.” And they take an oppositional stance towards culture. It’s “us versus 
them.” They pull away from the world. And they try to create an environment that’s insulated 
from outside influences.  

On the other hand, a group can assimilate. They acknowledge that their beliefs are no 
longer mainstream. So they just change them, and blend in. Perhaps I decide to keep the 
Christian label. But I change the little bits of my belief system that don’t mesh with the 
surrounding culture. And I create “Christianity 2.0”; really, it’s Christianity “Jeff.0”; my own 
updated version of the faith, that’s less costly for me to believe.     

But Scripture doesn’t permit us to isolate. Nor does it permit us to alter our beliefs, and 
assimilate. The Bible calls us into the world; to seek the welfare of those around us. People 
aren’t the enemy. And we’re not at liberty to detach from the world God has called us to love 
and serve. But neither are we at liberty to reinvent the gospel message. Jude says our faith was 
delivered “once for all…to the saints.”2 God gives us one gospel message for all times and all 
cultures; a message that both affirms elements of every culture; and which critiques elements 
of every culture, including ours. So Scripture calls us to keep the faith, even when it’s 
unpopular; and to continue lovingly engaging the world. So where do we find the strength to do 
both? To keep serving people; and, to keep sharing this message; a message that fewer people 
in our culture actually believe? Well Paul gives us an answer in today’s passage. So if you have a 
Bible, turn to 2 Timothy 1, verse 8.   

We’ve just started a series on Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy, entitled “Be Strong.” This 
is the last letter Paul wrote before he was executed by Nero in 67 AD. He writes to Timothy, 
who is now the pastor of the church in Ephesus, urging him to come to Rome for one final visit. 
Paul is in a Roman Prison. He has been abandoned by his friends and faces certain death. And 
yet Paul is joyful and full of confidence, while Timothy lives in his own prison of fear. He’s facing 
opposition within his church, and from the broader culture. And so Paul writes to help Timothy 
regain his confidence. In this today’s passage Paul shows Timothy what strength looks like (and 
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what it doesn’t look like). And Paul explains where strength comes from. And he demonstrates 
why a Christian can be confident, even when she’s intimidated.  
  

1. What Strength looks (and doesn’t look like): So let’s begin by looking at the nature of  
strength. What does a confident faith look like in action? Paul begins by saying this. “Therefore 
do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord [that’s Jesus], or of me His prisoner; but join 
with me in suffering for the gospel.” (v. 8). Paul says, “don’t be ashamed of the gospel message; 
the testimony of Jesus.” The gospel message may seem unpopular now. But consider what Paul 
and Timothy were up against. They preached about a Jewish peasant named Jesus, who 
claimed to be the Savior of the world; but who was rejected by his own people, condemned by 
the Jewish religious establishment and then crucified by the Romans. He died the most 
shameful death imaginable. His own people thought he’d been cursed by God. But Jesus’ 
followers – a little rag-tag group of fisherman – claimed that he had defeated death, and that 
everyone who believed in him would be resurrected and live forever in incorruptible bodies.  
 Paul and Timothy took this message to the Greek-speaking world. But many Greeks 
scoffed at the very idea of resurrection. They thought the body was a cage that enslaved the 
soul. In fact, they had a little phrase for it; “Soma Toma,” which means “the body is a tomb.” 
That was like the bumper sticker on chariots back then.3 And they longed for their souls to be 
liberated; for redemption from the body, not the redemption of the body. 
 And to make matters worse the Romans are now imprisoning, and even killing Christians 
for spreading the gospel. So basically, Timothy is going into the Mediterranean world and 
saying, “Hey, let me tell you about a guy named Jesus, who wasn’t particularly well-liked, who 
offers a kind of salvation you probably don’t want, and whose followers are meeting an end you 
want to avoid.” That message isn’t relevant. It doesn’t play well.   
 So we can see why Timothy would be embarrassed by the gospel. But Paul says “don’t 
be ashamed of it.” And he also says, “don’t be ashamed of me.” Remember Paul is in prison. 
The Roman Empire has branded him a criminal. And it appears that people in Timothy’s church 
are questioning Paul. They’re saying, “If Paul really is an Apostle; an authoritative teacher 
commissioned by Jesus himself; why does he get into so much trouble? Why is he in prison? Why 
hasn’t God delivered him? God isn’t blessing him. So why should we listen to him?”  
 And Timothy’s great temptation would’ve been to turn from Paul; to say, “maybe this 
guy is a fraud.” But see, Paul taught Timothy about Jesus. And Paul started the church that 
Timothy now leads. So the message that Timothy and his church believe is the one that Paul 
taught them. But if the man is a fraud, his message must be too. So Timothy is tempted to 
dissociate from Paul, and from Paul’s message. But Paul says, “don’t be ashamed; don’t shrink 
back. Instead, join me in  suffering.” Literally, Paul says, “co-suffer” for the gospel. Paul wants 
Timothy to make a voluntary decision to suffer with him, so that the gospel advances; to preach 
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the gospel, even though it’s unpopular; and to correct people in his church, who are going 
astray.  
 So what is strength? What does confidence look like? First, strength is a voluntary 
decision to suffer for the gospel. Some suffering isn’t a choice. It’s simply a consequence of 
living in a fallen world. But other suffering is a choice. And Paul tells Timothy to choose a path 
of suffering; not for suffering’s sake, but for the sake of the gospel.  
 And that’s important for us to remember. As our culture becomes more post-Christian, 
we need to guard against developing a persecution-complex; to whine about how hard it is to 
be a Christian. I need to guard against this. Sometimes pastors talk about how hard our job is; 
that it’s so difficult being a pastor in this post-Christian era. And sure, there are challenges. But 
look, I get paid to study at Starbucks, and drink coffee with people, and read books. In many 
ways, the struggle isn’t real. And Paul says that if we suffer for identifying with Christ, it’s 
because we’ve decided to act like Christians. We’re not victims. That’s our decision. And Paul 
says, “Be prepared to suffer more; become more engaged in telling people about Jesus.” And 
this will involve some discomfort; because we’re talking about life and death and sin and 
salvation; the most weighty things we could possibly talk about. As Rico Tice says, there’s a 
“pain line” we must be willing to cross to talk about Jesus. And much of that discomfort could 
be avoided if we just kept our mouths shut, and our heads down. But Paul encourages us to 
lean in, and stay engaged. And then, he elaborates on what this means. 
 In verses 13 and 14, he says, “Retain the standard of sound words which you have heard 
from me, in the faith and love which are in Christ Jesus. 14 Guard, through the Holy Spirit who 
dwells in us, the treasure which has been entrusted to you.” As Timothy tells people about the 
gospel, Paul instructs him to do two things. First, to keep believing what Paul has already taught 
him. Paul doesn’t want Timothy to make any alterations, or “improvements” to his message, 
because Paul received his gospel from Jesus himself. And this gospel is the only one that saves 
people; that restores them to right relationship with God. It’s the treasure Jesus entrusted to 
Paul. Now, Paul is about to be executed. And he’s entrusting it to Timothy. And he’s saying, 
“Timothy, this message is the treasure. Don’t alter it. Believe it. Confess it. Guard it.” 
 So Paul tells Timothy what to guard. Second, he tells him how to guard it. Timothy must 
do this, “in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” (v. 13) Timothy is to teach the truth, but 
to do so with faith and love. In other words, he’s to imitate Christ’s example of love. Paul 
doesn’t want Timothy to be a verbal brawler; to argue people into the kingdom, or pressure 
them. In chapter 2, Paul says Timothy must not be quarrelsome, “but kind to all, able to teach, 
patient when wronged, 25 with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition.”4 Timothy 
must patiently and lovingly seek to persuade people about the gospel, while showing them 
kindness; while actively meeting their needs and serving them.  
 And now, we can fill out our definition of strength a little bit. What does Christian 
confidence look like? It’s a voluntary decision to suffer for the gospel by holding to the  
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truth, and gently and lovingly sharing it with those around us. Now, in the coming weeks, we’ll 
look more closely at Timothy’s ministry. But I want you to notice that Paul is calling Timothy to 
both gently engage people, and, to maintain his distinctive beliefs. But if Timothy does both of 
those things, he’ll suffer. Tim Keller notes that most religions tend to relate to the world in one 
of two ways.5 Some religions are sectarian. They treat society as, “them.” These religions are 
set apart from culture. Other religions are mainstream. They have almost no bar for 
membership. They treat society as, “us.” And their beliefs are a reflection of the broader 
culture. And Keller notes that in either of these approaches, suffering can be avoided. The 
sectarian approach avoids engagement with the world. So it avoids the possibility of conflict. 
The mainstream approach avoids disagreement with the world, and so there’s no possibility of 
conflict. But Christians are both distinct, and lovingly engaged. And if you’re distinct and 
engaged, you may encounter disagreement. You are choosing to live among people who don’t 
think like you. So you may feel out of place; or alienated. This approach makes suffering a 
possibility. And in Timothy’s case, it’s a probability. So Paul exhorts Timothy to be strong; to 
keep identifying with Jesus.  
 But Paul also wants Timothy to keep identifying with him. At the end of our passage, 
Paul says, “You are aware of the fact that all who are in Asia turned away from me, among 
whom are Phygelus and Hermogenes. 16 The Lord grant mercy to the house of Onesiphorus for 
he often refreshed me, and was not ashamed of my chains; 17 but when he was in Rome, he 
eagerly searched for me, and found me-- 18 the Lord grant to him to find mercy from the Lord on 
that day-- and you know very well what services he rendered at Ephesus.” (vv. 15-18) Paul gives 
Timothy some case-studies in confidence; some examples of what strength looks like, and what 
it doesn’t look like.  
 And he starts with the negative. When Paul was imprisoned, many people in the Roman 
Province of Asia (that’s modern day Turkey) turned from him. Now that doesn’t mean they 
rejected the faith. It’s more likely that they just stopped associating with Paul. They were 
ashamed of his imprisonment. And so they pulled away from him. And Paul mentions two 
people by name; Phygelus and Hermogenes. We don’t know who they were, or what exactly 
they did. But it appears that Timothy knows about the situation. And Paul is implicitly saying; 
“don’t be like these guys.” And by the way, this is why you never tick off a biblical author; 
because they might write about you. And then, billions of people will read about your failure for 
thousands of years. This is what strength doesn’t look like. 
 Paul doesn’t want Timothy to imitate these guys. Instead, he wants him to imitate 
Onesiphorus. We’ll call him, Oney. Oney wasn’t ashamed of Paul. In fact, he was so concerned 
for Paul’s well-being that he left his family, went to Rome, found Paul – which would’ve been 
difficult – and refreshed him with his presence. And this was dangerous. Oney was showing 
sympathy to a convicted criminal, which could’ve gotten him in trouble. But Paul praises him for 
this. And he asks God to show Oney and his family the kind of mercy that Oney has shown Paul.  
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 And by sharing this story, Paul is implicitly saying, “Timothy, be like Oney. Don’t abandon 
me.” And again, Paul’s chief concern here is the preservation of the gospel message; because if 
Timothy abandons Paul, he’s more likely to abandon Paul’s teaching. And now we can add one 
more item to our definition of strength. According to Paul, what is strength? It’s boldly 
identifying with our fellow believers. People were tempted to dissociate from Paul. And at 
times, we’ll be tempted to dissociate from other believers. Christians get accused of doing 
terrible things. And some Christians do terrible things. And we must confront sin and error. But 
we also can’t just break away from God’s people. We need to identify with them, and whenever 
possible, stick it out, even when it’s hard.  
 I think there’s a temptation to try and manage people’s perceptions of our faith; to say, 
“yeah, I’m a Christian; but I’m not like those Christians… or those Christians; I’m a different kind 
of Christian. In fact, I don’t really like the name, “Christian.” I’m more of a Christ-follower.” I also 
think there’s a temptation to talk about, “the church.” As in, “the church needs to do a better 
job of this”; or, “the church has failed at that.” Again, we should address sin and error. But see, 
when I start talking like that, I dissociate from the church. It’s like I’m over here, and God’s 
people are over there. And I’m this independent judge. But in reality, I’m part of God’s people. 
So the church’s problems are my problems. I should be saying, “we can do better at this,” or, 
“here’s how we need to repent.”  
 And the church is Christ’s bride. He died to win her. And look, if you came up to me and 
said, “Jeff, lemme tell you, you’re a fantastic guy. But your wife; man; she is a piece of work. I 
mean; she has some issues!” I’d probably…need to pray…before I responded to you.  Yes, the 
church has problems. But Jesus loves the church. And that needs to change my heart toward it. 
And yes, the church can be ugly, and broken. And that grieves me. But it also gives me hope; 
because there are things in me that are ugly, and broken. So if there’s hope for ugly and broken 
people, there’s hope for me. Strength is sticking it out with people. Sometimes, Christians will 
be accused of wrongdoing. Other times, people will actually do wrong. But in either case, our 
reflex can’t just be to dissociate. We need to address; to confront; but also to press through; 
and try to stick it out. So what is strength; it’s identifying with Jesus, and with Jesus’ people; 
even when it’s hard.   

2. Where Strength Comes From: That’s what strength looks like. But that just brings us  
back to where we started, doesn’t it? Where does this kind of strength come from? Where do 
we find the resources to keep believing; to keep engaging; to keep sharing? Well, the good 
news is that God gives the resources. God enables us to do this. Through the gospel, God gives 
us power for our suffering. He gives us perspective on our suffering. And he provides protection 
in our suffering. Let’s look at each of these more closely.  
 First, God provides power for our suffering. In verse 8, Paul says, “Therefore, don’t be 
ashamed.” In light of what Paul has just said, Timothy shouldn’t be ashamed. So what did Paul 
just say? Well, in verse 7, he says, “God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and 
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love and discipline.” Paul says, “God has given you power. Therefore, don’t shrink back.” Then 
he says, “suffer according to the power of God.” (v. 8) God will give Timothy the power to 
minister in a difficult environment. What is this power? Paul tells us in verse 14. It’s “the Holy 
Spirit who dwells in us.” When Jesus dies for me, he cleanses me. He makes me fit to house 
God’s Spirit. So now the all-powerful presence of God resides in me, and works through me; 
which means I don’t need to manufacture the strength to do ministry. I just engage, and the 
Holy Spirit works. When I engage the gas pedal, the engine makes me move. When I engage in 
obedience, the Holy Spirit moves. He’s the one working through me. And this takes the 
pressure off. I don’t need to have the power. I don’t need to be perfect. I just need to engage. If 
I show hospitality, I don’t need to have the cleanest house, or the nicest meal, or be the best 
entertainer. I just welcome people in and see what God does. If I talk about Jesus, I don’t need 
a brilliant lead-in question, or some polished presentation. I might just say, “hey what can I pray 
for you about?” and see what God does. God knows we can’t pull this off. So he gives us His 
Spirit. And if we believe that, we’ll feel free to just try things; to try and see what happens.    
 God gives us power for suffering. He also gives us perspective on suffering. Paul says 
that God, “has saved us, and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but 
according to His own purpose and grace which was granted us in Christ Jesus from all eternity, 
10 but now has been revealed by the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death, 
and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel, 11 for which I was appointed a 
preacher and an apostle and a teacher. 12 For this reason I also suffer these things….” (vv. 9-12) 
Paul elaborates on the gospel. And he gives us six sermons worth of material to chew on. But 
I’ve only got three minutes. Paul is reminding Timothy of the cosmic scope of what God’s work. 
In eternity past, the Father and the Son covenanted together to save a people. The Father sent 
his Son Jesus. And Jesus executes the plan. Jesus is God’s light breaking into the darkness. He 
dies for our sins. He experiences physical death and spiritual death; separation from his Father. 
He takes the full consequences of our sin. And he exhausts death’s power. He kills death, and 
rises to eternal life in a new resurrected body. And his body is a foretaste of our future, because 
when we trust in Christ we’re united to him. We receive his life. And we will live forever in 
incorruptible bodies. And God does all of this by sheer grace. We make no contribution. We 
were simply the ones that needed saving. That’s the gospel. And Paul says that when God 
appointed him to preach it, he appointed him to suffer. God knew Paul would encounter 
difficulty and opposition as he preached. And he called him into it.   
 So here’s what Paul’s saying, “Timothy, this is way bigger than you. You are playing a 
small part of this redemptive story that began in eternity past, and will carry on into  
eternity future. And look at God’s power; if God is powerful enough to save you apart from 
works; if God could redeem you while you were totally helpless; don’t you think God is powerful 
enough to use you in ministry even when you feel helpless?” God’s story is bigger and longer 
and truer than any other. And God is stronger. And that changes our attitude towards hardship. 
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If I’m misunderstood, or rejected, or feel out of place; that’s just a snap-shot in the story 
of God’s glory. It’s nothing in God’s big scheme of things. You know, there are times I’ve felt 
shame. And I look back on those experiences and think, “that’s ridiculous.” I remember when 
my friend and I agreed that PlayStation was the best video game console. And then, we were 
with our friends. We were talking about video games. And my friends said, “N64 is the best 
video game system.” And I said, “no way it’s PlayStation.” And I turned to my friend for support. 
And he turned on me! He said, “no way, it’s N64.” And I was mortified. I was like the pariah in 
my peer group. And I felt horrible. But looking back on that…like, I don’t even have the mental 
categories to be embarrassed by that anymore. Or I think about girls who rejected me in High 
School, and that feeling like, “this is the worst thing that will ever happen to me.” And now, I 
can’t even remember what they looked like. Some kinds of shame and rejection are a snapshot. 
If we suffer reproach for Christ, it’s nothing in God’s big story. And if that’s the cost of people 
coming to know Jesus, great! The gospel gives us a greater, grander story to live in. And that’s 
what we should be in awe of; not the world, but God and his story.   
 God gives us power. God gives us perspective. And finally, God gives us protection in our 
suffering. Paul says, “I am not ashamed; for I know whom I have believed and I am convinced 
that He is able to guard what I have entrusted to Him until that day.” (v. 12) God entrusted Paul 
with the gospel. And Paul entrusted life – his well-being – to God. And he says that God will 
guard his life, and bring him safely home. And on the day of Christ’s return, God will vindicate 
Paul. Paul knows that God will use his efforts. And so when his head hits the pillow in that 
Roman prison, he sleeps well. And I think the temptation is to hear that and say, “well sure. But 
that’s Paul! He saw God do all of these amazing things! Of course he trusts God!” But consider 
where Paul is! He’s about to die. He’s been abandoned. And the people he has taught and 
discipled are abandoning his teaching. His legacy is in jeopardy. And yet, he remains confident 
in God; because he has already given every outcome to God. God’s got it. So he doesn’t have to 
cling to it.  
 When you’re a kid, I think your emotional stability depends in large part on your 
parents. When your parents freak out, you freak out. If they’re confident, you are confident. I 
was blessed to have a dad who didn’t really freak out; who was confident in God’s purposes 
and his provision. And so there were things I just never worried about. I never said, “Dad, 
you’re going to plant a church? You realize you won’t have a salary. That’s not a very safe 
career move! How are you going to take care of me?” I never said, “Dad, how are you going to 
send me to college? I mean, the numbers don’t add up.” No, he wasn’t worried, so neither was I. 
And if you believe in Jesus, your Father is God. Is God anxious? Is He uncertain? No! And He’s 
concerned about your well-being; concerned enough to guard it with his own power, and bring 
you safely home. And if you believe that, you can resign your role as general manager of the 
universe. The position is already taken. And when your head hits the pillow, you can sleep well.   
 I think ultimately, the reason we shouldn’t be ashamed of Jesus is because he wasn’t  
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ashamed of us. When we were defiled by sin and utterly humiliated, Jesus descended to earth 
and took on our position. The writer of Hebrews says he, “wasn’t ashamed,” to call us his 
brothers and sisters.6 Jesus – the glorious king of heaven – was unashamed to go to the very 
depths of our shame, and even under it on the cross, and give us his own glory and honor. 
That’s the heart of our King. So how could we ever, ever, ever be ashamed of him?  
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