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A gifted and gentle-hearted-friend was teaching an introduction to biblical theology at a 
liberal arts college on the rolling-windswept-hills of northwest Iowa. It was early in the 
semester and he was introducing the idea that there are different ways to faithfully read 
scripture. He waded into the first few chapters of Genesis suggesting…. 

that the creation stories don’t need to be read as literal history,  
that there are discrepancies between the two accounts,  
that Moses may not have been the author,  
and that the texts might get at core religious questions not rigorous scientific 
questions. 

 
But, a stout-earnest-student pushed back. He countered that this kind of liberal 
theologizing threatened the integrity of scripture, tarnished God’s Word, and trusted 
human reason over divine wisdom. My friend engaged the student in discussion, but soon 
saw that many of the other students were slipping way. So, he suggested that they take a 
ten-minute break. 
 
When the class returned the young man seemed newly energized and significantly more 
confident. And no sooner had they sat down, when he gathered himself, girded his loins, 
puffed out his chest, raised his hand, and said, “I just called my dad; he says you’re 
wrong. The world was created like the Bible says and stuff like this threatens our faith.” 
 
My friend probed and prodded until the student said, “God made those dinosaur bones 
old to test us. He wants us to believe his Word not the word of the scientists.” 

 
I don’t know where the discussion went from there. I am sure my friend was a more 
nimble and forgiving teacher than I would have been. I am sure that he asked the right 
questions to encourage this student’s journey. But, I wonder what kind of God it is who 
would plant fake bones to test us or trick us? Is that consistent with what we believe of 
God’s character? I think the whole exchange raises questions like: 

What is the essential nature of God? 
What can we count on? 
What is trustworthy about scripture? 
What is trustworthy about God? 

 
Consider our text…. 
Paul is writing from prison for Timothy to stay the course. He’s writing to encourage 
faithfulness in the face of persecution, endurance in the face of suffering, and discipleship 
in the face of difficulty. So, he primes the rhetorical and metaphorical pump with images 
of everyday heroes: soldiers, athletes, and farmers. For a young Christian he draws 
pictures of effort that receives reward. 



The path of discipleship demands discipline, and when the going gets tough be like  
a soldier who stays on post,  
or an athlete who finishes the course,  
or a farmer who works hard and gets a share of the crop. 

 
With the voice of a sergeant, or a coach, or a landowner, Paul encourages Timothy, “Be 
strong. Endure. You will be rewarded!” 
 
Now. While I haven’t been a soldier, I have worked on farms and I like to think of myself 
as an athlete. I know the joy and sense of accomplishment of riding home atop the last 
wagon of hay bales or finishing the long race. And, there is something in me that 
resonates with the call to a long steady effort in one direction. I want my life to be 
faithfully lived…. 

But, if the life of faith is like being a soldier, or an athlete, or a farmer how 
unwavering does our service have to be? How far do we have to run? How good 
does our crop have to be? 

If faith is about discipline, endurance, and fruitfulness is there a bottom 
line? What is the quantity or quality required? If faith is effort for reward, 
what about when we fumble, stumble, and fail? 

 
I am not looking for the bare minimum. 
I am not trying to find the easy way out. 
I am wondering what is on our shoulders. 

Is it about believing certain things ~ a virgin birth, all the animals on the arc, the 
nature of dinosaur bones, the resurrection? Is it about accepting Jesus in my heart 
~ a heart that I know to be porous and restless? Is it about following Jesus ~ when 
I know I get distracted, dismayed, and distant? I know faith can be fleeting and 
fickle ~ what if in some moment of despair or confusion I disown Jesus? 

 
Dear friends, after offering examples of a soldier, athlete or farmer, Paul drops a phrase 
that is unique to these letters. Five times in Paul’s two letters to Timothy he writes, “Here 
is a trustworthy saying…” 

And while it doesn’t show up anywhere else in scripture scholars think the 
phrasing wasn’t original to Paul but was probably a part of hymns or confessions 
that were being used by the early church. Paul is likely using lines that were 
already familiar. And, I’d suggest they are sayings that get at the essential nature 
of God…. 
 

Out text this morning includes the fifth of those sayings: 
 
 Here is a trustworthy saying: 
  If we died with him, we will also live with him; 
  if we endure, we will also reign with him. 
  If we disown him, he will disown us;  
  if we are faithless, he will remain faithful,  

for he cannot disown himself. 



 
The last line of this trustworthy saying is intriguing. Many scholars see it as kind of 
mirror. It doesn’t say that Jesus will wipe the slate clean and call faithlessness good 
enough. It says that:  
  

If we are faithless he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself. 
 
And that means that Jesus must be true to his own nature. He must be faithful to who he 
is. He must keep his word, even if that means carrying out his own threats and promises. 
In the words of Jesus: 
 

Whoever acknowledges me before people, I will acknowledge before my Father in 
heaven. But whoever disowns me before people, I will disown before my Father in 
heaven. 

 
Those are hard words for bumblers and stumblers like me and Peter ~ who disowns Jesus 
three times. 
 
So, what are we to say about all of this? 
 
I’m reminded that in the Old Testament the Hebrew word hesed (say it like your 
coughing something up) is used to describe the nature of God’s love. Because it is richer 
and deeper than any English word it gets translated in a variety of ways: mercy, 
lovingkindness, loyal love, unfailing love, etc. It is a love so anchored in the rock-solid-
covenantal-faithfulness of God that it endures to eternity. 

 
Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be removed, yet my unfailing love 
(hesed) for you will not be shaken…. 

Isaiah 54:10 
 
Hesed is a love that persists beyond any sin or betrayal. 
 

No one is cast off by the Lord forever. Though he brings grief, he will show 
compassion, so great is his unfailing love (hesed). 

Lamentations 3:31-32 
 
And. The gospels proclaim that Jesus is the embodiment of hesed. 

If you want to see the nature of God look to Jesus. If you want to see hesed 
incarnate look to Jesus. In the life, death and resurrection of Jesus the hesed of 
God is made manifest. 

 
Therefore, in middle of encouraging Timothy to be like a good soldier, athlete, or farmer 
Paul writes:  
 
 Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead… 
 



Remember Jesus. 
Remember the hesed of God. 
 
Toward the end of his life Lew Smedes put it this way: 
 

I put all my eggs in God’s basket for one reason: Jesus died and came back to life 
again. Then he became life giving Spirit to give us, be it in driblets, a sampling of 
the good world we are waiting for. This is where the trolley stops. If it can be 
proven beyond doubt that Jesus did not come alive after he was murdered, we 
have lost our one and only reason for hoping that there can be a good future for 
the world. Without Jesus we are stuck with two options: utopian illusion or deadly 
despair. I scorn illusion. I dread despair. So, I put all my money on Jesus. 

 
Dear friends, scripture says a lot of things about the nature of God. 

With all sorts of voices, in all sorts of situations, from all sorts of perspectives, 
with all sorts of tensions and complexity and color, scripture paints a picture of 
the nature of God. But, I’m with Smedes; for my money, the clearest picture is 
Jesus. In Jesus the essential trustworthy nature of God is on display. 

 
So, remember Jesus. Sin and death and our experiences of faithlessness don’t have the 
last word. Jesus does. As Paul puts it: 
 

I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the 
present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything 
else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in 
Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 
Remember Jesus, raised from the dead 
Amen. 


