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FIGHT BY FAITH TO THE FINISH! 

II Timothy 4: 7 – Pastor Richard P. Carlson 

 

The time finally came in Paul’s life for him to pass the baton of leadership from his 

apostleship to his son in the faith, Timothy. In essence, knowing his beheading was 

only days or hours away, Paul was laying down his arms so Timothy would take 

them up. It was as if Paul was saying, “Timothy, since my death is imminent, this 

is my compelling call to you. Take my place and be a confident faithful leader. If 

you will take this call for your own, you will triumph at the finish line, just as I am 

doing now.” Paul, the spiritual father of many thousands of Gentile and Jewish 

believers, had no one to support him but the Lord in his final trial coming before 

Nero. Incarcerated in Nero’s dungeon, Paul was waiting to finally reappear before 

the Roman emperor to receive his final sentence of death which would be 

expeditiously carried out. On the Roman throne, like wicked king Ahab, Nero 

would soon have Paul executed. Beheading was God’s final step for Paul to take 

on God’s road to glory for him. Paul’s blood now was to be poured out as a drink 

offering to the last drop-v.6. Paul knew beheading was one of the most bloody 

deaths—and that death was just ahead as Paul wrote Timothy his final epistle.  

 

Today, the martyr Paul is a hero of heroes of the Christian faith, and Nero in his 

desire to destroy Christianity makes me think of the noted 18th century French 

philosopher and atheist, Voltaire. He said defiantly, “I’ll show you how just one 

Frenchman can destroy Christianity within 50 years. Twenty years after Voltaire 

died, his house was purchased by the Geneva Bible Society for the purpose of 

printing Bibles. All Voltaire’s writings, a six volume set, began selling then for 90 

cents per set for all remaining sets, while the Bible then as yet today, is still the 

world’s best seller. We are living in a day when even professing believers in 

America today are serving up mixed drinks of claiming revival fire with Jesus 

while personally being indifferent or apathetic about Him. This “after me, you 

come first” attitude boils down to a religion that stops short of true salvation. True 

Christianity changes lives. You can’t serve up the devil’s mix of, “I love you, 

Lord,” with methamphetamines, alcohol, gossip, bitterness, angry outbursts, or 

disobedience to the voice of God. This brings us to our message about fighting by 

faith to the finish. What do Paul’s words really mean? His words conjure up three 

portraits of the Christian life that we all need as well as he did. These portraits also 

conjure up three questions we all ought to attempting to answer as we think about 

the coming conclusion to our earthly journey here on earth. What do these three 

questions in Paul’s last words suggest?  

 

CAN WE SAY, “I HAVE FOUGHT THE GOOD FIGHT!”? (I.) Notice II 

Timothy 4: 7, “I have fought the good fight.” This fight Paul pictured is the 
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analogy of the sport of wrestling and here it is speaking of spiritual wrestling. Paul 

wasn’t bragging about his wrestling for Jesus, though he might have. Rather, Paul  

was speaking about this fight of faith being the worthiest and best fight ever for all 

of us as believers. He was speaking of a struggle in which none of us should scorn 

having to take off our coats and going down to the mat for God. What a wrestling 

match was Paul’s life for Jesus! And now at the end of the match, though it appears 

the world would give Nero the match, Paul was rather declaring he was the victor 

through the power of the Lord Jesus Christ. Everyone God ever uses mightily will 

be a targeted servant that the most powerful forces of hell are arrayed against. 

Mikhail Khorev, a blind Russian Gospel preacher, after the collapse of 

communism, told his church, “Our enemy is at work today, trying to lead the 

church into a quiet rut, a life with no struggles and no victories. Beware of this!” 

He’s right. We can’t win folks to Jesus, mentor new believers for Christ’s sake and 

start new churches in an opposition-free environment. Everyone of Paul’s ten 

churches God used him to start was a church established in the face of adversity, 

arrests and evil stonings. There was Antioch of Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra, Derbe, 

Philippi, Berea, Thessalonica, Athens, Corinth and Ephesus were churches planted 

in faith in the good fight—in a spiritual wrestling match with the enemy.  

 

Notice that Paul said he fought the good fight. Not all fights are good. Which fights 

should we fight first? Paul chose not to openly take on the institution of slavery, 

but to fight it from within by insisting on a different kind of behavior of believers 

with each other. The strategy worked—as Christianity began to change the world 

from the inside out. He gave God’s command in Ephesians  6: 5 and 9, saying, 

“Slaves, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart as 

you would Christ…Masters, do the same to them, and stop your threatening, 

knowing that He who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no 

partiality with Him. Paul did the same with the role of women. Paul by the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit planted seeds of equality saying in Galatians 3: 28, 

“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male 

and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Paul knew that underneath the 

concrete of our ungodly culture, the living power of the seed of the Word of God 

will ultimately penetrate, supplant and replace those aspects of culture that are evil. 

Paul had Spirit-directed wisdom to know what to fight and when to fight. Too 

many of us as believers get in bad fights, senseless ones, and self-serving fights 

that even if we won the fight, would not in one whit, advance the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ. To get a flavor of Paul’s fighting, turn with me to II Corinthians 11: 22-33.  

 

“Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they Abraham’s 

descendants? So am I. Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk 

like this.) I am more. I have worked much harder, been in prison more 
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frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and 

again. Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times 

I was beaten with rods, once I was pelted with stones, three times I was 

shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on 

the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger 

from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in 

the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false believers. I have labored and 

toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have 

often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. Besides everything else, I 

face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. Who is weak, and I do 

not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? If I must boast, I 

will boast of the things that show my weakness. The God and Father of the Lord 

Jesus, who is to be praised forever, knows that I am not lying. In Damascus the 

governor under King Aretas had the city of the Damascenes guarded in order to 

arrest me. But I was lowered in a basket from a window in the wall and slipped 

through his hands.” That was the wrestling match Paul was in. Paul said in Romans 

8: 37, “No, in all these things, we are more than conquerors through Him who 

loved us.” Paul was dogged by enemies at every turn just like our Lord and Master. 

At each step, his life was facing death. There was a deeper antagonism Paul faced! 

In Eph. 6: 12, he said, “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but 

against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this 

present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”  

 

When we as believers are in the good fight, out and out for the Lord, we too are 

bound to be in battles with evil powers. For Paul now, the fight was virtually over 

except for accepting his graduation through being beheaded. The literal Greek 

words for “I have fought the good fight,” is “I have agonized the agony.” The 

Greek word agonizomai means to struggle and compete in the Games for the 

prize. Paul used the same word in I Timothy 6: 12 where he told Timothy, “Fight 

the good fight of the faith--agonizomai. Take hold of the eternal life to which you 

were called and about which you made the good confession in the presence of 

many witnesses.” The world looks on at our fight for Christ as sheer madness. 

Remember in the fight for Christ before Governor Festus, Paul defended the living 

Christ and the power of the resurrection. Festus replied to Paul in Acts 26: 24, 

where we read, “And as he was saying these things in his defense, Festus said with 

a loud voice, “Paul, you are out of your mind; your great learning is driving you 

out of your mind.” (In essence, your great learning had made you mad.) Beloved, 

expect the world to laugh at you for not joining in with them in their parties and 

bashes and crude jokes and immorality. I Peter 4: 1-5 tells us that Peter was in the 

same good fight of faith as Paul. There we read, “Since therefore Christ suffered in 

the flesh, arm yourselves with the same way of thinking, for whoever has suffered 
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in the flesh has ceased from sin,  so as to live for the rest of the time in the flesh no 

longer for human passions but for the will of God. For the time that is 

past suffices for doing what the Gentiles want to do, living in sensuality, passions, 

drunkenness, orgies, drinking parties, and lawless idolatry. With respect to this 

they are surprised when you do not join them in the same flood of debauchery, 

and they malign you; but they will give account to him who is ready to judge the 

living and the dead.” Now think of your fight on the mat for God. Are you 

wrestling by the rules or trying to win the match by a means God would never 

honor? Are you in the fight the Lord gave you or are you fighting in a self-serving 

fight? Oh, fight the good fight of faith. Secondly,  

 

CAN WE SAY, “I HAVE FINISHED THE RACE!”? (II.) II Timothy 4: 7 

declares, “I have finished the race.” Perhaps no one in all of Wyoming understands 

what Paul meant more than Brenda Gray, our marathoner in the Wyoming Hall of 

Fame. I recently finished walk-running a 10K and I know I was glad to come to the 

end of it. In this Paul’s last letter, is not the first time he mentioned the Christian 

life being a race to finish. In I Corinthians 9: 24-27, he said, “Do you not know that 

in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may 

obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a 

perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box 

as one beating the air. But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after 

preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.” Paul is saying—“Run the 

Christian race to win.” Our Christian race is not a sprint or a 100 yard dash. It isn’t 

something we do for a day or two, a week or two, a month or two or a year or two. 

No, it is a race that doesn’t end until we die and go Home to Jesus. It takes toil and 

effort and sweat and discipline. It is a lifetime marathon we never get out of. 

Different from an earthly marathon, the Christian race has obstacles and hurdles. 

But our passion in the race is to finish the race and hear Jesus say, “Well done!” 

God’s word is filled with words that in the end mean only one thing.—“Finish the 

course. Finish the race.” This race must be won by Holy Spirit-filled endurance.  

 

In the 1968 Olympics, the most famous runner came in dead last. Some of you are 

old enough to remember him. His name was John Stephen Akhwari, and he ran for 

his country of Tanzania. Early in the race, John fell badly. The race in the 

Olympics is 26 miles, 385 yards. John got up bloodied and he bandaged his leg as 

best he could and ran on, wincing in pain with every step. The courage of this man 

was undaunting. Thousands remained in the stadium watching him until dead last 

he came to the last lap and crossed the finish line as cheers resounded through the 

stadium. It was a celebration as if he had won the whole race. At the end of the 

race, he was interviewed by news reporters who asked him if he thought it was 

wise to keep on running after his terrible fall. They asked him, “Should you have 
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endured the pain in every step until the end of the race? John Stephen Akhwari 

gave the reporters an incredible reply. He replied, “I don’t think you completely 

understand. My country of Tanzania did not send me to Mexico City to start the 

race for them. They sent me to finish the race for them.” Bless John’s heart. He 

knew what Paul meant. Beloved, God did not send one of us into the Christian race 

to merely start the race. He saved us to finish the race. But you may say, “I’ve 

stumbled badly. I’ve committed adultery. I’ve divorced my spouse. I’ve been an 

addict. I’ve been a terrible alcoholic. I have committed pre-marital sex. I’ve been a 

rotten gossip and hurt many people with my rumors and lies. I’ve been critical 

most of my life, saying destructively critical things to so many people. I’m an 

accusing person who is proud and arrogant. I’ve been a bitter person who hates 

others. I’ve been a liar so often. I have been unwilling to forgive others. I’ve lost 

my integrity. I’ve become a man or woman full of rage and revenge. God is saying 

to you, “Like John Stephen Akhwari, get back up, dust yourself off, bandage 

yourself up, ask my forgiveness as well as others. Now don’t be drunk with wine, 

stay pure the rest of your life, give up your gossiping and keep confidences, with 

the help of my Holy Spirit, put away childish things, sell out to Jesus for the 

remainder of the Christian race. Give it all to Jesus. Cast the garbage into His arms. 

Run without the heavy weight of sin. Finish the course. Finish the race. Will we be 

able to say, “I have finished the race!”? 3rdly,  

 

CAN WE SAY, “I HAVE KEPT THE FAITH!”? (III.) Paul’s final word in II 

Timothy 4: 7 was, “I have kept the faith.” He means by that word that he kept safe 

from fear or doubt or denial--the whole body of truth that is involved in the 

Gospel. This wise Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ is totally different from the 

wisdom of this world. It is the truth that God tells us about ourselves, our sin, and 

the truth about Himself, about this world and why it is the way it is. It is the truth 

about the power of evil and darkness and the devil, but it focuses on the power of 

Christ. That is the faith that Paul is talking about. On the very edge of stepping into 

eternity he could say of himself, “I have kept the faith. I have not lost any of the 

good deposit that God entrusted to me. I guarded it as a treasure, and Timothy, I 

now call you in turn to guard this same good deposit that was entrusted to you (2 

Timothy 1:14). Paul kept this treasure from being mistreated or distorted by those 

who tried to twist it and use it for their own purposes. He answered his critics and 

warned them strongly for trying to distort the Gospel. If Paul would have wavered, 

if he would have succumbed to doubt, if he would have denied in his life the 

testimony he preached, he could never have made this declaration. None of us are 

perfect, but our call in the Christian fight and race is to keep the faith. So much of 

the Devil’s power is in fear. The same can also be said for doubt. Doubt is a 

heinous foe of us all. So much of the Devil’s power is in fear and doubt. Perhaps 

Paul was faced with fear and doubt every single day of his Christian life. He was 
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face to face, confronting evil spirits inhabiting some of the very people he 

witnessed to. Paul was battling with unbelief and heathen darkness. This Greek 

word tereo in legal terms refers to being a faithful steward or trustee, and there are 

four elements that make up a trust. (1) a trust itself (2) the benefactor, the trustor 

(3) the trustee, and (4) the beneficiaries. Suppose you are given by me a million 

dollar trust to hold on to for the benefit of my 21 grandchildren. I am the trustor or 

benefactor, and you are the trustee. The trust is a million dollars and the 

beneficiaries are my 21 grandchildren. You the trustee have agreed to take on the  

duty to fulfill what is required to take care of this money so it will be able to be 

used for its intended purpose after I pass on. You must take better care of this 

money than even your own money. You can give your own money away or risk it 

on speculative stocks in a speculative venture that may crash. But you have givien 

me your word and taken on a higher duty to guard this trust for me. You cannot use 

it for your own expenses or gain. You must save it for my grandchildren, so that 

long after I have died, the money I intended for them will all be theirs to share. 

This is a simple analogy of the Gospel entrusted to us.  

 

This morning we come to the Lord’s Supper. In the same way, our trust to guard is 

the good news, the Gospel of Jesus Christ, that He was born of a virgin, lived a 

sinless life, died an atoning death for us all as a substitute in our place, that He was 

buried, that He rose from the dead on the third day, ascended into heaven from 

where He has poured out His Holy Spirit on us until He, Jesus comes again. That’s 

the trust—I have kept the faith that we are to pass on to Christ’s beneficiaries—

those who will believe and we must pass it on undiluted, not changed at all in its 

character. The trust has been given to us by the Trustor or Benefactor, Jesus 

Himself. We now with Paul are the trustees who must like him, keep the faith, so 

others like us, can also be beneficiaries and trustees as we are. This today is our 

watch. Others have guarded the priceless treasure of the Gospel—Jude 3--the faith 

once for all delivered to the saints. Are we willing to dilute the Gospel? Are we 

reinterpreting it, compromising it, eroding it or whittling away at the Gospel? All 

around us churches, fellowships, and denominations are endorsing lifestyles God’s 

Word forbids. Will we stay true to God or bend to political correctness? Will we 

betray our trust? Every time we try to bend the Gospel to suit our desires, our lusts, 

or our prejudices, we seek to change the very nature of the trust God has entrusted 

to us. The Puritan, Richard Baxter said, “Many serious Christians, through the 

weakness of their trust in God, live in a perplexed strait, weary of living and afraid 

of dying, continually pressed between grief and fear. Paul’s strait was between two 

joys as ours should be. Which of them should he desire most? He said, “For to me 

to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful 

labor for me. Yet which I shall choose, I cannot tell. I am hard pressed between the 

two.” Are you perplexed between these two amazing joys? Can you say, 1, 2, 3? 


