FIGHTING THE NOBLE WARFARE
 
 

VICTORY OVER DECEPTION
 
Ephesians 6: 10-12—Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might. Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil. For our wrestling is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.
 
II Corinthians 2:10—But one whom you forgive anything, I forgive also; for indeed what I have forgiven, if I have forgiven anything, I did it for your sakes in the presence of Chris, so that no advantage would be taken of us by Satan, for we are not ignorant of his schemes.
 
Revelation 12:9-10—And the great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. Then I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation, and the power, and the kingdom of our God and the authority of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren has been thrown down, he who accuses them before our God day and night.”
 
Matthew 24:4-5, 11, 24—And Jesus answered and said to them, “See to it that no one deceives you… Many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am the Christ, and will deceive many. Many false prophets will arise and will deceive man…For false Christs and false prophets will arise and show great signs and wonders, so as to deceive, if possible, even the elect.
 
II Timothy 3:10-13; 4:7—But you followed my teaching, conduct, purpose, faith, patience, love, perseverance, persecutions, and sufferings, such as happened to me at Antioch, at Iconium and at Lystra; what persecutions I endured, and out of them all, the Lord rescued me! Indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. But evil men and impostors will proceed from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived… I have fought the good fight, I have finished the course, I have kept the faith.
 
Let us pray:
Our Father, we come to You in the precious name of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Only under His precious blood and only through the anointing of the Holy Spirit, can we expect an open heaven over us today. The enemy hates all exposure of his deceitful schemes. But because at Calvary You made an open show of him, we feel we can come today and share this precious word. So Lord, we pray that You would shine Your light into our hearts, revealing to us our Savior’s great victory, that we too might fight the good fight. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.
 
THE NOBLE FIGHT
 
In this Scripture in which Paul says, “I have fought the good fight,” I would like to change that word to “I have fought the noble fight.” This will make the English translation more meaningful because in the original Greek it is speaking of character—“It is a noble fight that Paul has fought.”
What does this phrase mean—“a noble fight”? Now unfortunately, you and I get involved in a lot of fights that are not so good, and we often waste a lot of energy fighting the wrong fights. But Paul had saved his fighting for the noble fight, and it had produced gain for the kingdom of God.
 
EXPOSING THE ENEMY
 
Among Paul’s various fightings was the fight to expose the deceit of the enemy. Paul himself, as a Pharisee, had lived in deception and had even found himself fighting against the Messiah. But when the light shone from heaven, he saw this bondage of deception. He repented and came into the knowledge of the truth. And you cannot read Paul’s letters without realizing that he was a preacher of the truth. What a noble fight he fought!
We see in II Timothy 3:11 some biographical references to the difficulties Paul had in Antioch, Iconium, and Lystra. Timothy was an eyewitness to these persecutions. He had watched Paul throughout his life suffering, wrestling, engaged in much warfare. He stood for the truth against the Judaizers and against false teachers. We recall that when he went to Ephesus, he was actually engaged in spiritual warfare against Artemis, witchcraft and demons (see Acts 19:24-29). But listen to his testimony: “What persecutions I endured, and out of them all the Lord rescued me” (II Timothy 3:11b). It was a noble fight on high ground.
 
PAUL FOUGHT IN THE CHARACTER OF CHRIST
 
As we read Paul’s last words—and probably this was the last letter of his that we have—we see something most wonderful. Why is this fight such a noble fight? After spending thirty-three years as a Christian fighting the good fight, the fight had not shaped him. What then had shaped the apostle Paul during those years? Was it the transforming work of the Holy Spirit in him? Was it his pursuit of the Lord Jesus Christ? Paul could say at the end of his life, “I have fought the noble fight,” because he had fought it in the character of the Lord Jesus. He had moments of discouragement and moments of trial, but the enemy could never draw him out to fight against flesh and blood. And so we see Paul in jail, saying, “I am still fighting the noble fight.”
The word fight in this passage is the Greek word agona from which we get “agony.” And he uses this same word when he writes the letter to the Colossians and says, “I want you to know how great an agony I have for you, for those in Laodicia who have not seen my face” (see 2:1).
Let’s consider Paul’s noble warfare. What would we do if we were left sitting in prison for years and years? Would we quit? Would we become discouraged? Would we begin to doubt? But this is not what we see in Paul. Even in prison, he was still wrestling for the sake of the saints. So in this last letter of II Timothy, we discover Paul spending the time helping young Timothy fight the noble fight. What a wonderful testimony of a man who bore the testimony of Jesus in his life.
Today, we are to fight the noble fight. When we go and share the gospel with this unclean world, we must learn to share and yet not become defiled by the world.
There is a noble fight to be fought even in church life. And it is not those lesser fights—flesh against flesh. Nor is it those negative views of one another or personal grudges. On the contrary, it is a fight to bring everyone complete before Christ. Therefore, if we are to fight the noble fight, we cannot be ignorant of the schemes of the devil. We must realize his schemes and his strategies.
 
THE SCHEME OF DECEPTION
 
Paul stated that we are not to be ignorant of the schemes of the devil, and now I specifically want to talk about the scheme of deception. We see in II Corinthians 11 a little picture of how crafty and wily the enemy is.
In verses 2-3 Paul says, “For I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy; for I betrothed you to one husband, so that to Christ I might present you as a pure virgin. But I am afraid that, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds will be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.”
Now here is a word for us as believers. We should not be deceived by the enemy's schemes. When we come to the Lord Jesus in simple faith, we are saved and kept by Him. Thus, we focus our inward eyes upon the Lord Jesus. So now, the enemy has a project to distract us from the Lord Jesus, using many devices in order to get our eyes off Him.
When we look at John 8:44, we see that the enemy has been lying and deceiving from the beginning with a two-fold plan to destroy man. “You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”
 
SATAN RULES FROM DARKNESS
 
Here we see two things. The enemy deceives us in order to draw us out of the will of God, and then he kills us. His end is destruction. Jesus said that he comes to steal, to kill, to destroy (see John 10:10a). But of course he is a deceiver; therefore, he does not tell you he comes to kill you. No, even as he deceived Eve, so he deceives men. The devil said, “Has God really said …? Surely you will not die” (see Genesis 3:1, 4). He is so deceptive in his ways.
But when man fell into sin, he fell into a world of darkness. And in this place of darkness, he is at the mercy of this deceiver. We know that the enemy has a certain authority over mankind and even this world. But he must and can only rule out of darkness. If the light comes, it exposes his works; but he rules from darkness.
Of course, we know his number one deception is this: “I do not exist. There is no devil.” Therefore, a man who is lost and is doing whatever he wants to do thinks he is independent and free. Little does the sinner know that Satan has him in his full grasp.
As we know, this was our condition before we were saved. We said: “I have no master!” The devil said: “That’s right.” All the time he was master over us, driving our lusts and driving us to corruption. He has corrupted everything in this world. Of course, we may not know it, but there is corruption in every nation, in every marriage, in every family, in every job—there is corruption in everybody. We were on the way to death, but of course, the enemy was still saying, “You shall not die.” And so people live in darkness, even as they do what seems right in their own eyes; but the end is destruction. Assuredly, we know this is the way of the world, and that is why we have a gospel of light to share with those who are in darkness.
 
DECEIT IS LYING WITH A DISGUISE
 
We begin to see that the enemy particularly uses deception upon God’s own children by disguising himself. Hence, you understand that deceit is just lying with a disguise. We hear Paul saying in II Corinthians 11 that Satan even disguises himself as an angel of light (see 11:14). Therefore, we might hear him whispering to us: “This would be good for you. This will better your life. This will make you wise. This is the right thing to do.” So many of God’s children through the ages have been deceived by his deceiving ways.
Of course, through the ages, God has hindered the devil’s schemes. By the light of the word of God, the enemy is exposed. Because of this, how important it is for us to know the word of God!
 
NO IDOLS
 
When God gathered the nation of Israel before Mount Sinai, it is no mistake that the second commandment given them was: “Thou shalt not make any idols.” Now since the dawn of religion, mankind has been making idols. What could possibly be wrong with idols? Even our father Abraham used to make idols. They are just practical things— statues. So then, why did God say, “No idols!”? It is because there are spirits behind idols that bring the children of God into bondage. As soon as the Israelites worshipped the golden calf, they fell into immorality. But men are ignorant of the enemy’s schemes. Today’s idols (American Idol) or whatever we think is important is just the outward idol. There is a spirit behind it, trying to bring us into bondage. Therefore, God’s word says, “No idols!”
Isn’t it interesting that at the end of John’s first letter, he says, “Keep yourself from idols” (see I John 5:21). As we have already stated, it is because of what is behind them. And when the Lord was giving orders for the camp of Israel, he gave the strictest prohibition to any kind of divination, witchcraft, necromancy—all because of the spirits behind them.
However, man lives in such darkness. Even King Saul was taken over by evil spirits; and in the end, he went to a witch to find out what he should do, rather than going to the Lord his God. How easily we are deceived!
David had a perfect heart towards Jehovah, but there is this interesting truth in 1 Chronicles 21:1 that says Satan stood up and provoked David to take a census. Now there are two opinions about why David took the census. Some say it was because of pride, and he wanted to number the population of his empire. Some say that the enemy struck fear in his heart, so he wanted to know how many soldiers he had. Whatever the reason, Satan provoked King David, and it cost him seventy thousand people. Oh, how the schemes of the devil are seen throughout the Bible! Thank God for His precious word.
The dear prophet Isaiah saw something behind Babylon, which was Satan himself on the throne. And in his great prophecy in chapters 13 and 14, he exposed Satan from behind the kingdom of Babylon, who planned to sit on the throne of God. Ezekiel saw a similar revelation behind the great kingdom of Tyre, where Satan was also sitting. What an amazing revelation this is! There are world rulers, even today, empowered by the enemy himself.
And then there was Daniel, who shed light on this great spiritual warfare over the kingdoms of this world. We remember how Daniel was praying and praying for several weeks and, finally, Michael came and said: “I had to wrestle with the great princes and spirits over Persia before I could come here.” Now the world does not believe this; but behind the nations of this world there are invisible principalities, powers and authorities at work trying to destroy and raise up rulers and powers according to satanic plans. The Christians recognize that when there is fighting going on, it is not the fighting on earth that is the issue; but there is something behind of a spiritual nature.
Even in the days of Israel, this is a true testimony regarding the power of God’s word. When God’s children lived in the light and power of God’s word, the enemy could not deceive them and lead them astray. But by the time of Jesus, Israel was creating its own light and living in it, and darkness had fallen upon the Jews.
 
JESUS CAME WITH THE LIGHT
 
At the right time, the Lord Jesus came. It says of Galilee: “They who dwelt in darkness have seen a great light” (see Matthew 4:16). When Jesus came, it was as if a great floodlight of truth had fallen upon the earth, and suddenly there were demons everywhere. Do you think there are any less today? Satan was so proud and deceptive that he even tempted Jesus in the wilderness. He used his best schemes against the Son of God, even using Scripture to try and deceive Jesus. But Jesus was the Word of God, and He rebuffed every attempt of Satan to have the mastery over Him. It was just as Jesus shared in his great parable—first he bound the strongman and then he looted his house, setting the captives free (see Matthew 12:29).
Is it not a wonderful picture of Jesus in the gospel? Wherever He walked, light fell on the place, and deception was exposed. People under the bondage of evil spirits were set free. These spirits have no power in the light. Wherever Jesus walked, the light of God fell, and people were set free from generations of deceptions and lies. And when Jesus spoke, the enemy had to flee because He spoke the truth.
 
JESUS EXPOSED THE ENEMY WITH THE PARABLES
 
In Matthew 13 Jesus spoke on the kingdom of God. There was a great conflict and violence going on in the kingdom of the heavens, and those who would be servants of the kingdom must lay hold of the truths found there. He also spoke of the mysteries of the kingdom of the heavens. Why is it that something that starts out good on the earth—the kingdom of God—ends up being corrupted?
Then we see in Jesus’ parables how He began to expose the enemy. The disciples asked Jesus: “What does the parable of the sower mean?” And Jesus said: “When the seed falls on hard ground, the enemy immediately comes along and snatches the word of God away” (see Matthew 13:4, 19). So now we understand that when the word of God is spoken, and the seed is scattered, for some it never goes into their hearts because the evil one is there, ready to snatch that seed away before it can germinate.
He also shared the parable on the wheat and the tares, and the disciples had to ask him what it meant. And this is what He said: “These are sons of the evil one sown into the kingdom.” What a strategy! Here is the kingdom of the heavens, and when nobody is looking, the enemy comes in the night and sows sons of the evil one in the kingdom.
But especially when we get to Matthew 24, which is about the end times, we hear our Lord say over and over again: “Be not deceived. Be not deceived! There are those who will come with power and signs. Do not be deceived!” And finally, the anti-Christ will come, the very personification of deception; and he will even try to deceive the elect.
 
THE CROSS EXPOSED THE ENEMY
 
The enemy’s deceiving strategies will go on until he is finally judged in the coming of the Lord Jesus. But, of course, we know that when Jesus died on Calvary’s cross, there was an open exposure made of the enemy and his ways, and this is spoken of in Colossians 2:15: “When He had disarmed the rulers and authorities, He made a public display of them, having triumphed over them through Him.”
What a victory our Lord won in His battle in the light! In sending Jesus to the cross, Satan thought this was the greatest moment and strategy of all his deceptions. But it turned out that his own pride had deceived him, and his wisdom was exposed as foolishness. The greatest victory of all time was when Jesus died and rose again. The cross made an open show of the enemy and his defeat.
 
CHRIST’S VICTORY
 
Now the rest of the New Testament continues to talk about this matter of fighting the noble fight against deceit. But since Calvary, something significant has changed. When we read about spiritual warfare in Revelation, Ephesians or II Corinthians, and references are made to the evil schemes of the enemy, they are in the context of Christ’s victory. It is Christ’s victory that is foremost. If we would fight the noble fight, we look at the victory of Calvary; we no longer dwell on the spiritual conflict because the foe has been defeated.
Now it is important for us to understand his strategies and why we wrestle not against flesh and blood but with principalities and powers. The church which has been entrusted with the testimony of Jesus Christ has a very important job right now. In the word of God it says that we are to make the enemy a footstool for the Lord Jesus. And in the book of Revelation, the references made to spiritual warfare look pretty scary when you read all the various things that happen there. But what really happens is that the enemy is fully exposed and defeated. If you notice, there is no more deceit, and the enemy is out in the open. The antichrist, the false prophets, the harlots, and the kingdom that followed them, who are openly hostile to the Lamb, are judged, defeated, and sent to hell. The book of Revelation is about the victory of the Lamb at Calvary.
 
CONSECRATION
 
Now where does that leave us? One of the most important aspects of our wrestling is to overcome the deception that is in the world. Even though we have been saved by grace, the truth of the matter is that our mind needs to be renewed. We often speak of Romans 12 and the need for consecration. We are to present our bodies as a living sacrifice, wholly acceptable to God; we are not to be conformed to this world but to be transformed by the renewing of our minds. And we see from this context, that this matter of consecration is not optional. Unless our mind is renewed by the Spirit we will continue to be deceived by the enemy in the world. Until his lies are exposed in the light, and until they are dealt with under His precious blood, it is still possible for Christians to believe a lie.
 
THE MIND NEEDS TO BE RENEWED
 
“Who are you?” And this is what the enemy will tell you in answer to this question: “You are not a very good Christian. You can never be an overcomer. How can you be involved in tribulation in order to bear the testimony? No way!”
The enemy will also put these kinds of thoughts in your mind: “Everyone in the fellowship is spiritual but me. I need to continue to fake it, be deceptive and pretend that I am a Christian or my mother and father will give me a tough time.” How many Christians live in the good of the truth that they are a new creation? Most Christians lie and say, “I am more a person of the world than a person in Christ.” But you know that is not true. If any man is in Christ, he is a new creation (see II Corinthians 5:17). We need to know who we are in Christ. I am telling you that the enemy will fight against who you are so that you will not claim all that you have in Christ.
Another thing the enemy is always deceiving and lying about is this: Who is God? This is what he will say to you: “Oh, I do not think God loves me. I do not think He is really my Father. He is angry with me, and I think He is going to kick me out. I really do not think I can trust Him. If I really give my life to Him, He will take away everything I like. I just cannot trust Him.” Hence, throughout the New Testament, we hear again and again: “Be not deceived; be not deceived.”
 
CHRISTIANITY WITHOUT A CROSS IS DECEPTION
 
The enemy continues to attack our souls, but we must fight. This is the noble warfare. Place your life on the altar. Give the Lord your mind for His renewal. Let the word of God dwell richly in your heart and the light will shine. We must be done with the lies of the enemy. Unless we learn to wear the armor that has been given to us in Christ, unless we have that helmet of salvation squarely on our mind, unless we are girded about with truth, we can still be deceived.
How about you? Are you deceived by the lusts of the flesh, the lust of the eyes or the boastful pride of life? The enemy works from Madison Avenue, and he always packages these things in a beautiful way.
If we are honest we can see that even the American dream is a deception. There are some dear brothers working eighty hours a week for the American dream; and all they do is work for wages with holes in their pockets. The American dream is something the enemy is using in the Lord’s church today. So be not deceived, because the enemy finds any way he can to get us into bondage in order that we will not be able to fight the noble fight.
The church today has suffered great loss—especially the testimony. The enemy has gained great advances. For example, Christianity without a cross is a deception. Paul said that all who would live godly in this life will suffer persecution (see II Timothy 3:12). Some people love the Lord and want to fight the good fight, but they define it as the “nice” fight. “Why can we not just be friends in the church? Why can we not just talk about good things?” As we well know, there is a part of the church that says, “Don’t talk about hell.” There are many, many Christians today who do not really believe there is a devil; therefore, they do not think there is really any spiritual warfare. To them, it is just religious talk, and all the time, they are suffering loss, their marriages are falling into difficult times, and their children are being snatched away. Yet, they continue to say, “There is no devil.” And the devil says, “That’s right.”
 
THE TRUMPET CALL
 
We are in a great battle in this recovery of the testimony. I think you understand how deceitful the enemy is. He knows our weaknesses, and he takes advantage of them. There is a Scripture in Romans 13 that is a trumpet call for us to fight the noble fight and gain the victory over deception. We want not to only read it, but we want to live it. We want to be living in the light.
“Do this, knowing the time, that it is already the hour for you to awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than when we believed. The night is almost gone, the day is near. Therefore let us lay aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. Let us behave properly, as in the day, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts” (vv. 11-14).
Now we know from the book of Revelation that even as the end draws near the church is sleeping. The church of Sardis, which is still around today, has a reputation but no life. So the Lord said to the church of Sardis: “Wake up! And strengthen the things that remain.” Also, today, we have the church of Laodicea—self-sufficient and blind to this spiritual warfare. Oh, how we need to heed these words here in Romans!
Now I know that many of you serve the Lord, and just like Timothy, we are called upon to fight the noble fight. We need to help those who are younger to live in the light that they might not be deceived.
As servants of God could we consider these three questions before the Lord that have come from this Scripture in Romans.
 
1. Are we awake?
2. Do we know what time it is?
3. Do we know how near our salvation is?
 
Then let us cast off the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. It is time to be done with those things of darkness. May the Lord shine His light on us in these days and expose those things by His light that need to be cast aside. On the other hand, we cannot just stand there naked and vulnerable. Let us put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh. Now this is the noble fight. May the Lord help us to be faithful.
 
Shall we pray.
 
Our Father, we thank You for the great victory that was won at Calvary. And we see the testimony of Paul and how he lived in that victory. You shone the light on him and he turned from deception and fought the noble fight. Lord, we pray that You would have mercy on us and help us in this late hour. We do not want to be deceived by our sleepiness or by our blindness, but we want to properly assess this warfare that we are in. Lord, we want to be shaped by our pursuit after Thee. But we pray that You would deliver us from ignorance of the schemes of the devil. So help us, Lord, we pray; in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.
 
 

VICTORY OVER ACCUSATIONS, TEMPTATIONS, SUDDEN TRIALS
 
Ephesians 6:10-18—Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might. Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil. For our wrestling is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenlies. Therefore take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm. Stand firm therefore, having girded your loins with truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and having shod your feet with the preparation of the gospel of peace; in addition to all, taking up the shield of faith with which you will be able to extinguish all the fiery darts of the evil one. And take up the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit and with this in view, be on the alert with all perseverance and petition for all the saints.
 
II Timothy 2:1-7, 22—You therefore, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. The things which you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also. Suffer hardship with me, as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier. Also if anyone competes as an athlete, he does not win the prize unless he competes according to the rules. The hard-working farmer ought to be the first to receive his share of the crops. Consider what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything…Now flee from youthful lusts and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.
 
Let us pray:
Our Father, we thank You that we can come to You in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Mighty name! What a name! We realize that You have given all in Christ to us—including the armor that we need to fight this noble fight. And now we pray that You would give us ears to hear what the Spirit would say to us. Indeed, we believe that every heart here wants to fight the good fight, run the course and keep the faith. But even in saying these things, we feel the need to lay hold of Your life, and to lean upon Your everlasting arms. We ask for Your help, and we thank You for that help; in the name of our blessed Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.
 
We can see in chapter 2 of II Timothy that Paul realizes the time of his going to the Lord has come, and he is passing the torch of the testimony to his younger son in the Lord—Timothy.
Also, in chapter 2, we see the verses in which some Bible teachers say there are three illustrations, but I believe there are four. He speaks of the soldier, an athlete and a farmer. However, there are others who believe that in verse 2 he is making reference to the marathon. In that ancient marathon, they took a torch and ran with it a certain distance, passing it off three times until they arrived at the end. And this is what we see Paul doing here in verse 2: “The things which you have heard from me [Paul] in the presence of many witnesses.” The apostle Paul has been faithfully carrying the torch of the testimony, and he is now saying, “Timothy, take that torch and entrust these things to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.” Thus, we have a wonderful picture of Paul, who is passing the torch of the testimony to younger Timothy, and by the grace of God that torch has been passed on down through the generations to faithful men and women.
 
THE NOBLE FIGHT
 
But the time had come for Timothy to grow up. He had received much from Paul, but now the apostle says, “Be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus” (II Timothy 2:1b). This Greek word is actually in the reflective. In other words, “Strengthen yourself in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. All the grace that you need to be a noble fighter has been given to you. Therefore, you need to use that grace; trust that grace; and by faith take hold of that grace. How else can you fight the noble fight?”
We are calling this a noble fight because we have been called to put the enemy under the feet of our Lord as a footstool. And as we engage in this noble warfare, our lives will be perfected in the process. As we fight this noble warfare, we will find ourselves fighting by the character and the life of the Lord who dwells within us. Hence, it is by the Lord’s life that we fight the noble fight.
We encounter this noble fight in verses 3-4: “Suffer hardship with me as a good soldier of Jesus Christ.” This is our calling. “No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier.” We have been enlisted by the King of kings, Jesus Christ, and because we are soldiers in the King’s army, we want to do what is right. Of course, there are many affairs in everyday life, but we are not to become distracted by them. We defer their importance in order to serve our heavenly King. This is the noble fight.
Now I want you to notice in Ephesians 6 that it says, “We wrestle.” Now this is a picture of an individual warfare. There is the corporate warfare, but we cannot engage in warfare as the church of Jesus Christ unless we are individually faithful in fighting the good fight. And so we wrestle. I doubt that you have ever seen a wrestling match where ten people come in and start wrestling at the same time. This is one on one. Timothy must be faithful because he is destined to become a son, and so he is the one who has to wrestle in this warfare.
Previously, we spoke about wrestling against the deception of the devil. At first this seems like an impossible task. In Genesis it says, “And the serpent was more subtle than all the beasts of the field” (see 3:1). We cannot begin to understand how subtle the schemes of the enemy are; but throughout the generations of the history of men, they have been deceived time and time again. He rules in the darkness; and in the darkness of our heart he deceives us.
 
WALKING IN THE LIGHT
 
Now, how can we fight the noble fight? There is only one way—in the light. The enemy has no power in the light. We recall that simple but wonderful passage in 1 John: “God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness at all” (1:5b). Wherever Jesus went as He walked upon the earth, darkness fled, and even the demons scurried to the corners. “If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us” (I John 1:8). But the wonderful thing is that our victory is in walking in the light. As children of God, we can walk in the light. If we walk in the light as He is in the light, our Lord Jesus is with us in the light, walking with us—and we have fellowship one with another.
This is a picture of our church life which is fellowship in the light. The church is the pillar and support of the truth. However, when we fellowship in the light, sin is exposed and deceptions are revealed. Now what should we do? “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (I John 1:9). This is our life, and if we would walk in this life, there can be no deception. The darkness of the enemy has no place in the light. We need to fellowship with one another in the light. We need to tell our brother or sister: “My brother, I think you are going into the shadows.” Then, if we confess our sins, He cleanses us from all sin because He is our Advocate. He is the mercy seat for our sins so that we can live in the righteousness of Jesus Christ.
So, we know that deception will only be found in dark places. Do you want to fight the good fight? Live in the light. Let this be a light to you, and the enemy cannot influence you.
 
VICTORY THROUGH STANDING IN THE ROCK
 
Now we want to consider some other schemes of the enemy—accusations, temptations, sudden trials. And we will look at two pictures from the life of David, who was a good and noble warrior. First of all, how can we stand against these schemes of the devil? We stand in the Rock of our salvation. We gain the victory in this spiritual warfare by standing.
Probably, we all know the story of David. When he was a little boy, he was a shepherd, and some believe that while he was still a young shepherd, he found some caves which became a hiding place. We know there are many references that David makes to the rock of his salvation, which is not talking about a stone but a cave. But listen to what he says in Psalm 18: “I love You, O Lord, my strength. The Lord is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge; my shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold. I call upon the Lord, who is worthy to be praised, and I am saved from my enemies” (vs. 1-3).
Again, David says in Psalm 62:1-2: “My soul waits in silence for God only; from Him is my salvation. He only is my rock and my salvation, my stronghold; I shall not be greatly shaken.”
And then in Psalm 61:2: “From the end of the earth I call to You when my heart is faint; lead me to the rock that is higher than I. For You have been a refuge for me, a tower of strength against the enemy. Let me dwell in Your tent forever; let me take refuge in the shelter of Your wings.”
On the western side of Bethlehem was the cave of Adullam. Perhaps David found this cave as a young shepherd boy; but when he became a man—and Saul, who was full of the evil spirit tried to destroy him—he ran to the rock. He hid in the cave of Adullam. It says that not only his family came to him in the cave but other men as well (see I Samuel 22:1-2). This became his fortress and his refuge. But it also became the place where David saw that God was his Rock. He could not always run to the cave in Adullam because he was fleeing from place to place. Nevertheless, he found something greater - “Jehovah is my rock, my fortress and my shelter.” And we see that this is our first picture of how we stand against the enemy.
 
RESIST THE ENEMY BY STANDING FIRM
 
Do we have a Rock? Do we know the Rock of our salvation? Do we have a hiding place, a place that we can go and flee from the enemy? This is our first warfare against the enemy.
Let us keep that little picture in our mind as we go to Ephesians 6. Notice how Paul tells them to stand in this noble war: “Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil… Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm” (vss. 11, 13). And then note the beginning of verse 14: “Stand firm.”
Now here comes the devil like a roaring lion to attack us, and he roars something fierce. What should we do? Stand firm. That is how we fight. Now is it you or me standing firm against the devil? There is no question about it; he can beat us in a wrestling match. Oh, but we are standing in the Rock. We are putting on the Lord Jesus Christ, the full armor of God.
Verse 10 says, “Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might.” This will enable us to, as it says in verse 13, stand in the evil day, which means the warfare is very difficult sometimes. The enemy is threatening us, circling around us. It is an evil day. Even though we have been trusting God, it seems as though He is not answering our prayers. What should we do? Stand in the Rock.
We have that wonderful verse in James 4:7b: “Resist the devil and he will flee from you.” This is an amazing promise—resist and he will flee. We do not run away, but we stand, and he will go away. But we need to remember also what it says in James 4:6, “God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.”
 
THE ACCUSER OF THE BRETHREN
 
Now we are standing in the Rock that is Christ; we are in the Rock of our salvation. And here comes the enemy, trying to draw us out of our position in the victory of Christ. What evil scheme does he use to do it? He accuses us night and day.
In Revelation 12:10, speaking of the enemy, it says, “Then I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, Now the salvation, and the power, and the kingdom of our God and the authority of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren has been thrown down, he who accuses them before our God day and night.”
The very word Satan literally means “adversary.” Satan stands before God and accuses us: “He is a sinner. She is a sinner. Look at this; look at that.” He is very busy. He has many things to point out twenty-four hours, seven days a week. He has no day off—not even for Christmas. He is always accusing, accusing, accusing. He wants to draw us out; he wants to condemn us. He wants to cause us to doubt so he accuses us; but we overcome. How? Well, we could tell him, “No, no, no. We did not sin.” If we say that, then the devil will surely eat us up for his lunch. We cannot stand on our own righteousness. But listen to verse 11: “And they overcame him by the blood of the Lamb.” Now, there is no more accusation because Jesus washed our sins away on the cross. He sprinkled our hearts clean from an evil conscience. And in the blood of His new covenant is the promise: “I will remember their sins no more” (see Hebrews 8:12b). Satan keeps accusing, but God says, “There is no sin in my children.”
 
THE ROCK OF OUR SALVATION
 
But we need to stay in the Rock. The enemy can get us if we get out from under the covering of the precious blood. It is like the Passover. You are in the house, the blood is on the door, and you are under the blood. When the enemy comes and sees the blood, he must pass over you. But there is that warning: “Do not leave the house. Stay in the Rock of your salvation!”
If we could only believe what the word of God tells us—and we must believe—and if we could only believe the things we think we know, what a wonderful, victorious life we would live! “My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness. On Christ the solid rock I stand. All other ground is sinking sand; all other ground is sinking sand.” We sing the words, but do we believe?
Are you in the Rock? He is your salvation. He has applied His precious blood on you, beloved child. It is His precious blood! Oh, value that salvation. Stand in that place, and know that the enemy cannot touch you because you are under the blood of the Lamb. Do you have such a hiding place? It is possible to become uncovered through sin. If we get in that condition, the devil will nip at our heels. It is such a tragedy to see God’s children go into the darkness and see how the enemy buffets them about. So this is the first and vital lesson of spiritual, noble warfare—stand in that hiding place. Live in the refuge of the Rock. This is our victory. David often fled to this rock, and later in his life, he often fled to the Rock of his salvation—Jehovah.
 
VICTORY THROUGH INQUIRING OF THE LORD
 
Let’s look at the second picture of our war. We know that David was not only a soldier but also a king. You cannot remain a soldier if you stay in the cave all your life, and so David had to walk in the victory of Jehovah. But knowing that David was beloved by God, as soon as David became king and began to walk in his royal calling, the enemy immediately attacked.
We have a picture of this in II Samuel 5:17: “When the Philistines heard that they had anointed David king over Israel, all the Philistines went up to seek out David; and when David heard of it, he went down to the rock.”
The Philistines, who were the enemies of God, were trying to attack David. As soon as they found out he was king—as soon as the enemy finds out you are a child of the King—he comes to attack. Now what did David do? He went to the stronghold, and it says in verse 18: “Now the Philistines came and spread themselves out in the valley of Rephaim. Then David inquired of the Lord, saying, ‘Shall I go up against the Philistines? Will You give them into my hand?’ And Jehovah said to David, ‘Go up, for I will certainly give the Philistines into your hand.’”
 
God Said ‘Go’
We must take note of this: when the attack came, David went to his secret place and inquired of the Lord. How is that for a battle strategy? When the enemy attacks you, do you immediately attack him, or do you talk to the Lord? Do you say, “Lord, should I go?” And the Lord says, “Go up!” Let’s look at what happened.
Verse 20: “So David came to Baal-perazim and defeated them there; and he said, ‘The Lord has broken through my enemies before me like the breakthrough of waters.’ Therefore he named that place Baal-perazim. They abandoned their idols there, so David and his men carried them away. ”
As we look at this name, Baal-perazim, it will give us some insight into the battle. When David went up with his armies, he caught them by surprise. The Lord “broke through”—meaning there was a sudden happening, and they were so caught off guard that they left their idols behind. This was a huge army of Philistines, but when David attacked them, they were taken completely by surprise and they fled, leaving their idols behind. What a loss it was for the Philistines to leave their idols behind, and they were ashamed. Now they had to go back and fight just to get their idols back.
 
God Said ‘Wait’
So here they come again, as we see in verse 22: “Now the Philistines came up once again and spread themselves out in the valley of Rephaim.” And when David inquired of the Lord this time, He did not say, “Go up!” He said, “Wait.”
Eighty percent of our spiritual battle is waiting. And David knew that it was not by might or power but by the Spirit. So, with the enemy sitting right there he waited. Of course, the enemy was ready for him to attack, but instead, he went around behind them.
We see this in verse 23: “When David inquired of the Lord, He said, ‘You shall not go directly up; circle around behind them and come at them in front of the balsam trees. It shall be, when you hear the sound of marching in the tops of the balsam trees, then you shall [attack] act promptly, for then the Lord will have gone out before you to strike the army of the Philistines.’ Then David did so, just as Jehovah had commanded him, and struck down the Philistines from Geba as far as Gezer.”
It is difficult for us to appreciate this story the way it is written in English. David and his armies circled around behind them, but the Philistines were waiting there with their chariots and spears, looking and looking: “Where is he? Where is he?” Then they began to get afraid; and they heard a sound in the trees. It was the army of the Lord—angels—rustling the trees. And the Philistines were saying, “Oh, what is going on?” Then David came behind and struck them down. The Lord got the victory, and David knew that it was the Lord’s victory.
Doesn’t this remind you of the great battle against Sennacherib? Isaiah and Hezekiah were in Jerusalem, and Sennacherib said, “We are going to destroy all of you. Just quit now and open the gates!” But Isaiah and Hezekiah prayed, and the Bible says, “The angel of the Lord slew a hundred and eighty-five thousand soldiers of Assyria” (see II Kings 19:35).
Now, I would like to do battle like that, wouldn’t you? This is a pretty good victory! You just sit in the cave, watch television, and God does all the work! Well, no, it is not that simple. But we can have the victory if we will follow the Lord. How important this is!
 
THE ENEMY’S FIERY DARTS
 
Now we want to apply this story in Ephesians 6:16. When it comes to this warfare and wrestling, it only mentions in verse 16 one thing that the enemy actually does. He shoots us with fiery darts. This is one of the enemy’s strategies. He wants to attack us with a fiery dart, and it pierces our heart. It could be an accusation, a temptation, a sudden trial. Through all of these strategies, he wants to unsettle you and frighten you.
 
Darts of Temptations
Let us bear in mind Paul’s exhortation to Timothy: “Flee youthful lusts.” Now you know we are to walk by the Spirit and not by the flesh; but as we are walking, the enemy attacks us with a fiery dart. He wants to draw us out of our place in Christ. And so the first place he often attacks is our physical body with a sudden temptation. Maybe you are walking down the street singing, “On Christ the solid rock I stand.” Suddenly, even as you are thinking about the rock, you see a peach which means “a pretty girl” in America. All of a sudden, a thought, a temptation or a lust comes into your mind, and you feel you have sinned. No, you have been tempted. God does not tempt, but we are tempted when we are drawn out by our own lusts. What do you do about it? Do you just let it go down into the heart? Or, do you say, “Lord, I plead the blood of Jesus Christ. I do not want these thoughts”? Thoughts can get in the way of brothers and sisters in their walk with the Lord. None of us are beyond the temptations that can come to us as darts; but we do not have to live with them. We thank the Lord for His cleansing blood.
 
Darts to the Mind
Then there are darts to the mind, and they often come as sudden attacks. We may be just walking along, and suddenly curse words come into our head. An evil thought comes into our head—many times without warning; but it unsettles us.
I remember speaking some years ago to a young Christian, whom the enemy continually attacked by flooding his mind with curse words. And this young believer felt condemned. Sometimes, even in the worship meeting, these curse words would flood in. So he asked me: “What should I do?”
And I said, “Do you hate those curse words or do you love them?”
He said, “I hate them.”
Then I said this: “They are not from you; they are from the enemy. Resist those words! Every time they come, immediately give praise to God. Tell the Lord that these thoughts have been injected into your mind, but you love Him with all your heart.” And within two weeks, there was no more problem.”
Every time he shoots these words into our mind, if we respond by praising the Lord, he will not do that for very long.
 
Darts of Doubt
On the other hand, the enemy may shoot darts of doubt into you. It could even be in a meeting like this, and suddenly you say, “You know, I do not believe this.” Sometimes he throws a sudden suggestion to do something just in the flesh which is wrong. Young people have to watch this all the time. You might be on the internet, and a wrong site comes up. Don’t say, “Let me just check this out; it is a website about Adam and Eve. What could be wrong with that?” But these darts of the enemy would attack our thoughts.
 
Attack on Our Emotions
Our emotions are also susceptible to attack, especially when we are selfish or self-centered and needy. There are times in our walk that we suddenly sense fear gripping us. Then we panic, and we worry and worry and worry about something that comes to nothing. Sometimes we suddenly feel all alone, forgotten by God and forsaken. We become offended by God or His people.
We read earlier in 2 Corinthians 2:10 where Paul makes reference to the schemes of the devil. This is what happened. There was a brother who had to be disciplined in Corinth, and they told him he could not take the Lord’s Table, or they placed some measure of limitation upon him. So Paul tells them, in regard to that brother, to forgive him. Paul had forgiven him, and now this brother needed to be restored because the enemy could place a dart in his heart—that he has been forsaken by God. Even brethren going through discipline should not feel they are forsaken by God. These are the enemy’s schemes.
 
Attack on Our Will
Then he likes to attack our will. In our walk in the Lord, the enemy comes with a double- edged sword to paralyze you from serving. You may be working long hours on the job, but you always feel guilty: “I should be studying the word of God.” So then you get laid off, and you are studying the word of God. The enemy comes to you and says, “You should be working.” You cannot win! Or, maybe you are serving the Lord, but you feel: “I should rest.” Then you go on vacation and you feel guilty: “I should be serving.” If you spend time going to a meeting, you might hear a voice saying: “You should be home with your family.” The next week you stay home with your family, and you cannot enjoy it because you feel you should be at the meeting. You spend time with your family, and a voice tells you should be witnessing to your neighbour. Do you see how this works? Whatever you do, he makes you feel guilty about it. He has a two- edged sword, and anything you say, he chops it the other way. These are the fiery darts of the enemy.
 
GOD’S PROVISION AGAINST THE FIERY DARTS
 
However, we have a provision against all his fiery darts. Not only do we have the shield of faith to quench these darts, but all of the armor of God is our provision. These darts have no effect if we are girded with truth. We have the breastplate of righteousness and the blood of Jesus. We have the helmet of salvation on our head. If we have the sword of the spirit, which is the word of God, if we know the gospel and have on the gospel shoes, what can he do? This is the Lord’s provision. Put on the full armor of God so that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. He continues to shoot the darts, but they just bounce off. The enemy is such a liar. He makes those darts look so big, but they are all lies. The devil cannot tell you the truth without lying. He always twists something.
Or maybe the Spirit of God is convicting you of sin, but the enemy tries to make conviction condemnation by twisting it. The Spirit of God convicts you and says, “That is a sin.” But the devil condemns you and says, “You are guilty. You are no good.” Therefore, we must not only live in the Rock, we must not only walk in the full armor, but there is one more thing that we must do. We must be careful for unguarded moments.
 
UNGUARDED MOMENTS
 
Paul says to young Timothy in I Timothy 4:16: “Be careful for yourself and for your ministry.” We must be careful of enemy attacks. And here we have one more example of David. You will recall the story of his unguarded moment, when he was up on the rooftop of his house. It was time for him to fight the noble fight, but he stayed at home. He had pride in his heart. He was a soldier but he was not fighting. As a result of that, he was bored, and it gave an opportunity for the enemy. He committed adultery and then killed a man. He hurt the testimony of God because of an unguarded moment.
 
Servants of God
Now I want to speak especially to those of you who serve the Lord. The enemy hates servants of God, and he will try to find an unguarded moment in your life. We see it even in the life of our Lord in the wilderness when He was tempted by Satan. Jesus was hungry and tired after fasting forty days. It was then that the enemy came to tempt Him—and they were real temptations. What were the issues? We find that these also apply to the servants of God. If you serve God, the enemy will tell you to take stones and make bread out of them—use your gift and your authority to make money. Many servants of God have gone astray using their gifts. With one side of their mouth, they preach the word of God, but with the other side of their mouth they become a super salesman of a big company, and all kind of stuff like this. They use their gift for their own satisfaction.
Jesus was tempted by the devil to jump off the top of the temple. How servants of God are tempted to show off, to do things that will gain a following. “Just do something dramatic; stand out above the rest.” And there are many servants of God, it is so sad to say, who have built some kind of a work based on some extravagant doctrine or experience. If you are a faithful servant of God, the devil will come to you and say: “I will give you a kingdom for a price.” Does every man have a price? Can we be bought? The enemy says, “Just bow down. I will give you a kingdom.” Many times there are ministries which are compromised just this way.
In these last days, there will be many ways to gather a following and make a fortune in false religion. Can we be bought? We thank God that Paul could not be bought. His life could have been so easy if he had just compromised. “Okay, okay, we will circumcise the Gentiles.” There would have been no more opposition. But he refused to compromise. When the Gentiles’ freedom was in jeopardy, Paul came to the rescue and stood for them to stand in their liberty and not be yoked in the bondage of religion. Because he would not compromise, Paul spent ten years in prison.
Oh, how careful we need to be in our unguarded moments! The enemy comes with a deal we cannot refuse; but by the grace of God we remain a good soldier. We suffer hardship rather than go the easy road, faithful to our Lord, and thus receive a crown of righteousness. Let us be good soldiers of Jesus Christ in His armor—outstanding, noble, and hidden in Him. May the Lord have mercy.
 
Our Father, we come to You and thank You that You are calling good soldiers. There is nobody who has such a position as we have to be in the Rock of the great Warrior who is King of kings and Lord of lords. But we want to walk in the full armor of God and to walk in the victory of Calvary. Oh, cleanse us by Thy precious blood from all sin that would give the enemy any advantage over us. We want to fight the noble fight, run the course, and keep the faith for the sake of our General, Jesus Christ. Amen.
 
 

THE ATTACK ON THE CORPORATE TESTIMONY
 
Paul has been a vessel of the testimony of Jesus, and in that testimony he declares: “I have fought the noble fight.” Now this is a difficult subject to speak on. We are reticent to talk about the devil, the enemy, and his works because we must not give him undue credit. We see from the Bible that—especially in the last days—when the enemy is exposed for the evil that he is and he knows that his time is short, then he fights against the testimony of Jesus.
Most of you remember that picture in Revelation, chapter 12. As the chapter opens we see a woman in heaven about to give birth, and directly in front of her is the devil himself who wants to devour this child. This is a picture of his hatred for the testimony of Jesus. And so, although we do not want to speak too much of him and his ways, neither do we want to be ignorant of his schemes. And so we see our brother Paul passing on to Timothy instructions and revelations regarding the realities of the last days.
 
II Timothy 2:14-26—Remind them of these things, and solemnly charge them in the presence of God not to wrangle about words, which is useless and leads to the ruin of the hearer. Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth. But avoid worldly and empty chatter, for it will lead to further ungodliness, and their talk will spread like gangrene. Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus, men who have gone astray from the truth saying that the resurrection has already taken place, and they upset the faith of some. Nevertheless, the firm foundation of God stands, having this seal, ‘The Lord knows those who are His,’ and, ‘Everyone who names the name of the Lord is to abstain from wickedness.’ Now in a large house there are not only gold and silver vessels, but also vessels of wood and of earthenware, and some to honor and some to dishonor. Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from these things, he will be a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to the Master, prepared for every good work. Now flee from youthful lusts and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart. But refuse foolish and ignorant speculations, knowing that they produce quarrels. The Lord’s bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all, able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will.
 
II Timothy 4:1-5—I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and His kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction. For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires, and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths. But you, be sober in all things, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.
 
Let us pray:
Our Father, we thank You for the revelation in Your precious word. Even as Your Spirit tells us that in the last days there will be great complication and trouble in the church, we hold before us these scenes presented in the word, and we measure them against Your promise: “I will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.” Help us in these last days to stand in the victory of Your building work, and pour out Your grace upon us that we may endure whatever hardships are necessary to pay the price for Your testimony. Now dear Lord, refresh us by Your Spirit. Give us attentiveness and open hearts. We thank You for this time together, and we pray in the precious name of our Lord Jesus. Amen.
 
THE LARGE HOUSE
 
This portion of Scripture from II Timothy shows us the context in which Paul says, “I have fought the noble fight.” And here Paul is instructing Timothy as to the way of the recovery of the testimony in the time of the large house. You will notice in chapter 2:20 that Paul says, “In a large house, there are various vessels.” We know that there was a clear testimony of the Lord Jesus on the earth because each of the churches that were gathered in different locations held the candlestick of the testimony of Jesus. And by the time of Paul’s writing thirty-some years after the church had begun, there had been tremendous growth and many people had been saved. But with this tremendous growth, there had come about a loosening of the truth that is in Jesus.
We notice in I Timothy 3:14-15 that Paul talks about the church of the living God: “I am writing these things to you, hoping to come to you before long; but in case I am delayed, I write so that you will know how one ought to conduct himself in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and support of the truth.”
How wonderful was the church! She preached the true gospel of Jesus Christ; but she also lived in the reality of the life of Jesus Christ so much so that the church could be said to have the pillar and support of the truth. This meant that if anybody attended one of those assemblies— above the preaching and above the activities—people could see the Lord Jesus in the midst. But when we get to II Timothy, we have this picture of a large house. In my own understanding, of course, we do not have this defined any further. But I believe that it is an indication of something that has begun to change.
When the church is in its state of grace, there is a gathered life together and ministry in the kingdom. But when we read II Timothy, we see that the kingdom work has greatly expanded. There are many servants of God traveling from place to place preaching the kingdom gospel, but among these many workers who are going out, not all of them are noble vessels. Some are gold and silver; some are earthen. And even though the kingdom gospel was going out, it seems as though the emphasis was being changed to ministry. There were many workers in kingdom ministry, but the assessment had changed. The standard in the church is the life of Jesus, but as the kingdom work expanded, there had come other standards. There were some people who aligned themselves with the gold vessels, others with the silver vessels. There are many vessels in the large house, but there can be only one standard in the church—that is the life of Jesus Christ. The church is not a comparison of who is a better preacher. The church is an assembly with the Lord Jesus in the midst.
Timothy wanted to be a faithful servant, but there was a proliferation of many servants and even some compromise there among those workers. What is Timothy to do? Should he forsake the assembling of the brethren? If the church becomes corrupt, is it better to pull out of the church? Or should Timothy start to organize Keswick conventions and speak on the matter of the overcomer on an individual basis? No, he is not to do these things because the testimony of Jesus is a corporate testimony. And we can see in Revelation, chapters 2 and 3, that there are those who hold the testimony of Jesus and overcome in all seven of those churches. And so Paul is telling Timothy to be faithful, to continue to preach sound doctrine, to endure hardship, even realizing in those days there were servants of God who just tickled the ears. Nevertheless, Timothy was to be faithful there in Ephesus or wherever he was ministering the word of God.
 
GOD’S STANDARD FOR HIS HOUSE
 
In the large house, there is confusion. Who is the gold vessel? Who is the silver vessel? What are the standards? And Paul reminds Timothy that God has a standard. We see in chapter 2:19 that the firm foundation of God stands, and there are two inscriptions on this seal that are stamped upon His children. First, the Lord knows those who are His. Our God is not confused by the multitude of professing Christians. Many may say: “Lord, Lord,” but the Lord knows those who are His. And the second part of the sealed inscription is that everyone who names the name of the Lord abstains from wickedness.
Hence, we can see that Timothy has a noble fight to fight for the testimony of Jesus in the corporate or in the church. And this is the fight: “Timothy, bear the testimony of Jesus in such a way that others may be encouraged by that testimony, and you can be an honorable vessel for the recovery of God’s testimony.”
 
THE TESTIMONY OF THE CHURCH
 
Now we just want to look at the schemes of the devil in regard to this corporate testimony. We know from our Lord Jesus that the enemy comes to steal, to kill, and to destroy; and this is certainly true regarding the testimony of the church. His schemes are very much the same as we have looked at regarding the individual. His goal is to draw the church out from under the headship of the Lord Jesus, and he will use two methods that we will speak of here. One method is by deception whereby he draws us out from under the headship of Jesus Christ. The second strategy is to wear the saints down.
Right at the beginning we have to admit that the enemy, with all his schemes, has no power over us as long as we walk in the light. But the enemy has an ally within the church—our flesh. And that is usually his plan of attack to take the testimony and steal it from the church. Of course, he cannot do it if we are holding fast to the Head, if we are living by the life of the Holy Spirit and sensitive to the Spirit’s anointing, if we gather together with first love and simple devotion to our Lord Jesus, and if we do the first works.
As you might recall, He told the church of Ephesus in Revelation to repent and do the first works. Now this is variously defined, but I think it is pretty simple. We are to worship the Lord with all our heart, gather together and pray in the Spirit, fellowship with one another and share what we have, and witness the gospel. Now we know that the enemy cannot really touch such a church. More than that, the Lord is jealous for His church and He does protect us and put a hedge about us. We are protected from the enemy much more than we ever realize, because the Lord loves His church and wants to prepare her to be His bride.
 
LIFE REPLACED BY RELIGION
 
However, the enemy has his schemes, and the first way he would draw us out from under the headship of our Lord Jesus is by replacing the life of the Lord Jesus with religion. If we had to look at Paul’s letters and speak upon that which he battled against the most, it would be the inception of religion among the saints. There is something in our fallen flesh that loves religion.
In the churches of Galatia, there were probably many new Christians just full of the Holy Spirit and the grace of God. Here comes some teachers who say, “Oh, you are not circumcised. Do you truly want to be a holy man of God? Then you must be circumcised.” Those young Christians may have thought: “Well, it hurts, so it must be religious and therefore good. I will prove my loyalty.” But Paul said to them: “Do not let anybody steal that liberty you have in Christ Jesus.”
 
SATAN INVENTED RELIGION
 
Religion is the enemy’s first inroad. Does that surprise you? You would not think the devil would want to introduce religion. But actually, he invented religion—in Babylon. You remember how the sons of men tried to climb the tower of Babel to be like God. Satan says, “I want to be like God.” And from the earliest days, before even Babylon became the first of the four great empires, it had developed a very intricate religious system. By this religion you could control your fate and destiny. By this religion you could appease an angry god. The Babylonian religion included astrology, the worship of many idols, the adoration of a virgin mother, a hierarchy of Magi. It is a very complex system, and Satan is behind the invention of religion. He especially loves it when religion gets into the church.
When we talk about religion, we do not mean good religion, the right kind of religion that James talks about (see 1:27). We are talking about the outward actions of man. The enemy would try to replace our grace-filled life with effort and works. He provides a counterfeit of duty for the simple devotion that we had. He replaces the simplicity of our devotion and life in Christ with a complicated religious knowledge—terms, phrases, and secrets, that can only be understood by those on the inside.
We are aware that Paul talks about mysteries in his letters, but he says they are all revealed by the Holy Spirit to God’s children who are in Christ Jesus. It is our birthright as born again people to understand the mystery of God, the mystery of Christ, the mystery of Christ in us, the mystery of the gospel. These are ours! But religion is very complicated. I have to admit, I have heard Christian messages that are so complicated I cannot understand them. This matter of religion is so subtle.
I want to ask you a few questions to consider. How did the seven churches in Revelation get that way? How did religion come in and replace first love? How could Thyatira worship and discuss the deep things of Satan and have a false prophetess leading the assembly? How does religion get in? It is so amazing, isn’t it? Another question: how did the Catholic Church get the way it is with so many superstitions, magic replacing faith, a hierarchy of levels of ministers. That was the church back in the first century. How did they accumulate all of this religious business? Surely we could ask that question throughout church history, and perhaps we should ask it even of ourselves today. How could that which began in recovery in Germany, in England, or in China become what it is today? The enemy hates the recovery of the testimony of Jesus. It is a mystery. How did the leaven of flesh get into the lump? How did that mustard bush become a huge tree upon which evil birds nest? When did the enemy sow those tares into the field of wheat? Even as Jesus says in the parable of the wheat and tares, “An enemy has done this.”
 
FALSE DOCTRINES AND TEACHERS
 
The second matter of deception works right along with the first one of religion. We see from the Scriptures that the second scheme of the devil is to raise up doctrines and teachers to deceive.
We will look at some Scriptures from Romans so you can see what Paul and the others are saying about this matter. We realize that the church in Rome was still a young church, but this deception of teaching could already be seen by Paul.
“Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those who cause dissensions and hindrances contrary to the teaching which you learned, and turn away from them. For such men are slaves, not of our Lord Christ, but of their own appetites; and by their smooth and flattering speech they deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting” (16:17-18).
In the letter to the Ephesians, chapter 4:14, Paul is talking about the growth and maturity of the church: “As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by the craftiness in deceitful scheming.”
And we know by the time of the apostle John’s letters, those deceitful teachers were everywhere. We will look at II John 7: “For many deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. This is the deceiver and the antichrist.” This shows us that the enemy’s scheme and device is sending out deceitful teachers.
Now we will go to I and II Timothy. Our brother Timothy has a lot on his plate as a servant of God, and much of it involves dealing with false teachings and deceptions.
I Timothy 1:3: “As I urged you upon my departure for Macedonia, remain on at Ephesus so that you may instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines, nor to pay attention to myths and endless genealogies, which give rise to mere speculation rather than furthering the administration of God which is by faith.”
Chapter 1:18: “This command I entrust to you, Timothy, my son, in accordance with the prophecies previously made concerning you, that by them you fight the good fight, keeping faith and a good conscience, which some have rejected and suffered shipwreck in regard to their faith. Among these are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan, so that they will be taught not to blaspheme.”
Chapter 4:1: “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons.”
Chapter 6:20: “O Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to you, avoiding worldly and empty chatter and the opposing arguments of what is falsely called “knowledge”—which some have professed and thus gone astray from the faith.”
II Timothy 2:18: “Men who have gone astray from the truth saying that the resurrection has already taken place, and they upset the faith of some.”
Chapter 3:6: “For among them are those who enter into households and captivate weak women weighed down with sins, led on by various impulses.”
Chapter 3:13: “But evil men and imposters will proceed from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived.”
Now these are just in the letters to Timothy, and this is still in the earlier days of the church. But the spirit explicitly says that the enemy will use deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons, and these teachings will draw us away from our Lord Jesus Christ.
 
TEACHERS WHO ARE COMPROMISED
 
Now I would like to summarize these various passages with three different deceptions. First, there are teachers whose morals and conscience are compromised. Paul says, “We must keep faith and a good conscience.” However, some have been shipwrecked, but they are still teaching. But once you live in deception—that is, pretending to be righteous when you are not—your teaching will be a deception because you will develop doctrines that affirm your own flesh.
 
TEACHERS DRAWN AWAY FROM THE TRUTH IN JESUS
 
There is also a second group of these teachers who have been drawn away from the truth as it is in Jesus. In Ephesians 4:20-21 we see a very important principle. When Paul is exhorting the Ephesians to turn away from the ways of the world, he says, “But you did not learn Christ in this way, if indeed you have heard Him and have been taught in Him, just as truth is in Jesus.”
Those who teach, who are apostles and prophets and teachers in the body of Christ, must teach the truth as it is in Jesus. And what does Paul mean by this? In this particular instance he says, “You can see by looking at Jesus and His life as He walked on earth how we ought to walk. We are to walk as Jesus walked, and you have learned this. This is the truth in Jesus.
In Jesus, there is a balance of truth. He is both human and divine. And there is both a normal human aspect to our life and a spiritual aspect. Jesus is the truth. He is the truth objectively and the reality subjectively. When we discover the truth in Jesus, there is a balance in our teaching. But if we turn from this truth, teachers fall into deception. As an example, teachers might become obsessed with a particular doctrine. Now we know all truth has to be held in a balance, but when we overemphasize a particular doctrine, we lose balance and fall into deception. Even though it is an aspect of truth out of balance, it becomes extreme and leads people astray.
We see as we read these various verses that some of these teachers have left the truth in Jesus and followed after the philosophy of this world. Now, they begin to teach from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. They develop complex doctrines, theories, speculations, and philosophies. But they do not promote truth; rather, they promote religion.
 
TEACHERS LED AWAY BY DECEIVING SPIRITS
 
Then there is a third kind of teacher, and they have been led astray by deceiving spirits. We read this in I Timothy 4:1: “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons.”
People can be deceived by what they think is the Holy Spirit when really it is evil spirits. And so John tells us in his first letter: “Test the spirits” (see 4:1a). There is the Spirit of truth and the spirit of hell. And our Lord Jesus exposed those who held the deep things of Satan in the church of Thyatira.
You are probably wondering why we even bother to share this. We are aware that today, in Christendom, there are many deceitful spirits. There are those who are empowered by spirits producing counterfeit experiences, and many of God’s people are being taken captive. We are not talking even of far off lands but even here in America it is happening.
In 2008 I spoke to the young people here. I was talking about the truth in Christ, and I happened to mention a so-called revival that was going on in the United States that was being driven by evil spirits. The evangelist himself said he was channeling an angel named Emma and that there were orbs just above him and a hole where he could go up into heaven. So he would go up into the third heaven, and during the meeting, he would tell people to watch out for the angel dust that would fall upon them by which they would be healed. You probably think I am telling a joke, it is so outrageous. Thousands and thousands of people went to this revival from all over the world. They finally had to close it because the evangelist was committing adultery with a woman there, and because of it, he lost his marriage. Therefore, they forced him to stop. When I shared this with the young people, some of them came up afterwards and disputed with me, telling me that it was a real revival of God. When you see Christians fall under a spell, their eyes glaze over, and they become passive, there is something wrong. These kinds of things are rampant throughout the church.
 
FALSE WORKERS IN DISGUISE
 
How can this deception happen? In II Corinthians 11:13 it says, “For such men are false apostles, deceitful workers, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ. No wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. Therefore it is not surprising if his servants also disguise themselves as servants of righteousness, whose end will be according to their deeds.”
Deceitful teachers look righteous. They claim to be servants of righteousness. They smile; they praise God; they pray; they say they live right. This is their disguise. And they tell people, “This is the right way, this will help you, and this will bless you.” Just as Satan disguises himself, so do deceitful workers.
 
PEOPLE DO NOT LOVE THE TRUTH
 
But there is a second thing about this deception in II Thessalonians where Paul is speaking of the coming of the antichrist in the last days. “That is, the one whose coming [the antichrist] is in accord with the activity of Satan, with all power and signs and false wonders, and with all the deception of wickedness for those who perish, because they did not receive the love of the truth so as to be saved. For this reason God will send upon them a deluding influence so that they will believe what is false” (2:9-11).
Now it is right here that we see our shortcoming. People do not love the truth! It is almost as if their flesh wants to be deceived. As Paul says, “If somebody comes to you with another Christ or another spirit and talks to you about them, you receive them wonderfully.” That is what he says to the Corinthians. Where is their love of the truth? Where is our love of the truth? And so the church falls into deception and loses the testimony of Jesus.
 
THE WEARING DOWN OF THE SAINTS
 
There is a second strategy which I believe Satan especially uses on those who truly desire to stand for the Lord—those saints who want to bear the testimony of Jesus. You are probably familiar with the verse in Daniel, chapter 7. In this chapter we see that Daniel received a tremendous revelation about the coming of the Son of Man on the clouds of glory. But he also asked the angel for interpretation about some of the things he saw in his vision, and especially about this one horn that arises out of the ten horns of the fourth beast which is the antichrist.
“And the antichrist will speak out against the Most High and wear down the saints of the Highest One, and he will intend to make alterations in times and in law; and they will be given into his hand for a time, times, and half a time” (v. 25).
This work of wearing down is what the antichrist will do when he comes upon this earth in a manifest form. But even today, the enemy will wear down—and wear down—those who would hold the testimony. As this world blasphemes God more and more, it vexes our souls, and the enemy presses us and puts pressure on us to come out from underneath the Lord Jesus. We are called to maintain the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace, but the constant pressure begins to cause people to react to one another in the flesh. As in the church of Philippi, Euodia, and Syntyche, fellow workers of Paul, began to have an issue with each other. As we live together, we have to embrace the cross and receive one another in the love of Jesus Christ. But different temperaments and personalities cause conflict in our midst if we are not careful.
Sometimes, the enemy is able to oppress us by sitting on our meetings. I have been in a number of meetings where I could just feel some kind of heaviness over it. Then in the course of time, perhaps we sing a song about the majestic victory in Jesus, and the oppression goes. But the enemy is always bringing pressure upon us to wear us down. As Paul told Timothy, “People will become tired of sound doctrine and want their ears tickled instead.” At other times, the weight of the cross becomes tiresome, especially when we are disobedient, and we look for some new and liberating experience.
Many times in our assemblies, as we feel this pressure upon us, the leadership is tempted to take the meetings into their own hands and run it with human power, and it may sound like this: “So here is what we will do. We will shorten the meeting.” Oh, less pressure! “Ok, brother, only speak 20 minutes.” Less pressure! Or, we organize the meeting, bring in special features, novelties, try to do anything except what the Lord wants us to do, which is come and bow down before His throne and ask Him to give us an open heaven. And if we are not careful, we will even end up doing things in our worship which is not at all in the Spirit.
 
THE WEARING DOWN OF THE LEADERSHIP
 
But we know that the vulnerable place in wearing down an assembly is to attack the leaders. Now leaders have enough problems with their flesh, ambitions, and all of that, the same as the rest of us. But we have all seen how the enemy attacks the health, the family, and the well-being of the leaders in the assembly. We should really pray for our responsible brothers. They are working their jobs like everybody else and still giving of themselves. But they are a target of the enemy.
Often we see our leadership getting older and feeble, and often they make this mistake. They have been faithful, but they have not raised up Timothys to carry on. And then the enemy begins to work in his strategies.
When it comes to attacking the testimony, he is not one dimensional but multi-dimensional. There is a dear brother and sister, and suddenly they decide they should retire—but not from a job. “We have been serving God in the assembly long enough. It is time for somebody else. We quit.” At the same time, one of the responsible leaders gets a job and moves far away. Suddenly, the enemy attacks, and we are not ready. He attacks from several sides, and we suffer loss. This is a reality among assemblies that desire to hold the testimony of Jesus.
 
BE FAITHFUL
 
What is Timothy to do when he sees all this going on? He cannot produce this testimony even when he sees the church in declension. What are we to do when these things happen? The first thing is to wait because God knows. The Scriptures clearly tell us that the Lord knows these things are going to happen. The Lord knows those who are His. He predicted these things would happen. But we see something wonderful in the mysteries of the kingdom of God. The Lord is using all of this tribulation, even these setbacks, for something secret and something wonderful. What is it? The Lord has a treasure buried in this field. The Lord sees His precious pearl being developed. Behind the seeming victories of the enemy is actually the waiting of the Lord for His bride to be prepared. The Lord knows. So what should we do? “Timothy, be faithful. Fight the noble fight. Preach the word. Preach sound doctrine. Do the work of an evangelist.” We need to be faithful.
Will you be faithful to the Lord even though things decline around you? There is something the Lord is doing. He is creating a noble vessel. He is teaching us how to overcome by His life. Why does Timothy need to be faithful and continue to preach? The church needs to repent but can only repent if it sees its true state. The church will not repent if she thinks she is doing good, like Laodicea. But perhaps, through the preaching of the truth, some will repent and come to this truth. So be faithful.
 
PRAY FOR A REVIVAL OF THE CHURCH
 
There is another thing we need to do, and that is to gather together with those who call on the Lord with a pure heart (see II Timothy 2:22). We fear the Lord, pray to the Lord, intercede, and ask the Lord to revive His work. Do you have this prayer in your heart that was in Habakkuk? “Lord, revive thy church in the midst of the years” (see 3:2). Do you think the Lord will not hear your prayers? We need to gather in faith and confess our sins as an assembly and ask the Lord to revive us.
Here is a prayer in Isaiah, and it seems to me that the Lord must answer this prayer. Oh, how the Lord wants to reveal His Son in all His glory. “Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains might quake at Your presence—as fire kindles the brushwood, as fire causes water to boil—to make Your name known to Your adversaries, that the nations may tremble at Your presence!” (64:1-2). This is a prayer for revival. We are asking the Lord to open the heavens and reveal Himself.
Revivals always result in many people being saved. But actually, revival comes when the people of God repent and get right with God. Oh, rend the heavens and come down. And then the Lord can recover His people. The Lord knows and desires a testimony on this earth. For the glory of His Son, the Lord must have a testimony of Jesus upon this earth. Will it be among us? Or will He pass us by? The Lord’s eyes look to and fro across the earth for those who have a heart for the testimony. It is not a matter of how perfect we are, but what is our heart? Do we want to see the Lord recover His testimony? The Lord is looking for such people to bring recovery—to recover His testimony.
You find the Lord raising up those who can stand for the testimony. History teaches us that He uses vessels who have a connection with that which happened in the past to pass the torch to the next generation. History teaches us that He sovereignly connects them to other people who have the same heart. It also teaches us that the Lord can quickly recover what has been lost. When you read through church history and see those moments of recovery, it is truly a work of wonder how the Lord was able to recover the reality of the church among some simple people.
The Lord knows those who are His. The Lord has His purpose and His time. Now, are we willing to fight the noble fight for this corporate testimony? Oh, that the Lord’s life might be the standard of our assembly again. May He find some young people with a heart for Him who will bring in the next recovery. Surely it is time for the Lord to revive His work. Surely it is time for the Lord to recover His testimony again. May He find those pure hearts before Him and in His mercy open heaven once again.
 
Let us pray:
Revive Your church in the midst of the years, oh Lord—not for our sakes but for Your sake. And we pray that Your Son would be glorified. Help us to be faithful and fight the good fight. Give us wisdom and keep us from deception. We say that the Lord Jesus Christ is our Lord, and that there is no oppression of the enemy that can hold us down. Help us to stand in the victory of Calvary. Gather us together with those with a pure heart that You may recover Your church in these days. We pray in Jesus’ precious name. Amen.
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