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          Pastor Paul Horn

Are you facing the lions?

I.  The Lord will stand by you and strengthen you

II.    The Lord will crown you with righteousness

6 For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure.  7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  8 Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.  16 At my first defense, no one came to my support, but everyone deserted me. May it not be held against them.  17 But the Lord stood at my side and gave me strength, so that through me the message might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it. And I was delivered from the lion’s mouth.  18 The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack and will bring me safely to his heavenly kingdom. To him be glory for ever and ever. Amen.

Remember the myth about an impossible choice?  A poor knight is rejected by the king as a suitor for his daughter. To test the knight’s love, the king tells him he can have his daughter in marriage if he selects the correct door. Behind one is the lady; behind the other is a lion. The result of his choice is bliss or death.

Our lesson this morning is from the book of 2Timothy.  2Timothy is a letter from the Apostle Paul to a young pastor named Timothy.  The apostle Paul wrote this letter from a cold dungeon in Rome.  He had been imprisoned under Emperor Nero for preaching the good news of Jesus.  Paul knew he faced certain death.  In 4:17 the apostle mentions the fact that he had been delivered from the lions’ mouth.  But as a Roman citizen the apostle Paul knew that he could not be condemned and thrown into the arena filled with blood-thirsty lions.  
Paul was delivered from the lion’s mouth, but like the knight in the story, Paul seemed to face “lions” every day as he sat in prison.  In vs16 Paul mentioned that no one came to stand with him as he defended himself during his first trial.  All his Christian friends had abandoned him.  Twice in this letter to Timothy he urges the young pastor to come visit him as soon as possible.  Paul faced the lion of loneliness.  Paul also mentioned in vs6 that he was being poured out as drink offering.  In the Old Testament animal sacrifices were often accompanied by an offering of wine, flour and oil mixed together, which was then poured out on the ground before the LORD.  Paul felt like that drink offering: his blood had been poured out like a sacrifice through torture and beatings.  Paul faced the lion of despair.  Another lion Paul faced was Satan.  If Paul continued to confess Jesus as Lord and Savior, there was no doubt he would be executed.  But if he recanted, he could be set free.  Even up until the end of his life, Satan plagued Paul, encouraging him to give up and abandon the faith.

Even though he faced the lions, Paul boldly confessed in vs7 that he had finished his race, (he was at the end of his life, his work as missionary and apostle was almost done).  He had fought the good fight, (he had defended the gospel and the teachings of the Bible).  He had kept the faith.  The source of his strength and steadfastness was found in Christ.  In vs16,17 he says, “Everyone deserted me…but the Lord stood at my side and gave me strength.”  While he was on trial, the one who came to stand beside him was his Savior.  There in court, Paul had to defend himself as to why he had continued to preach Christ crucified for sinners.  The Lord was the one who strengthened Paul and helped him through his defense.  Paul found his strength in the promises the Lord had made to him and to other believers.  Just as the LORD said to Abraham, so he said to Paul, “Do not be afraid.  I am your shield, your very great reward.” (Gen 15:1)  The confidence King David placed in the Lord, Paul could place in the Lord, “My soul finds rest in God alone; my salvation comes from him.  He alone is my rock and my salvation; he is my fortress, I will never be shaken.” (Psalm 62:1,2)   Paul faced the lions.  The Lord stood by him and strengthened him. 

People all over the world face their own lions.  A soldier in Iraq faces 100 degree weather every day, IEDs, hot lead flying through the air from hostile insurgents.  Millions of people in Africa face disease, starvation and genocide.  Billions of folks in China and other countries in the world have no freedom of religion.  What lions do you face?  No one in America will imprison you for proclaiming the gospel as the apostle Paul was.  But you face other persecutors; coworkers, neighbors, friends, and even family members, who ridicule you for your faith.  Maybe they do not go to that extreme, but perhaps they question you in such a way that you begin doubt, “Do I really accept this as true?”  That’s the lion Satan at work.  Satan is the lion who tries to make you question what God has proclaimed as truth through his Word, “Do I really believe that?  Is it worth standing up for this?”  How do you face that lion?  Or maybe you’ve experienced another situation like the Apostle Paul; you have Christian friends who have abandoned you when times are tough.  How do confront those lions?  

Some days you feel like there’s a lion behind every door that you open.  Maybe the lion you face is illness, injury or disease.  Maybe you have a family member or a close friend who is not on any kind of spiritual journey in Christ and the way they live their life is not the way the Lord asks of us and you are concerned about their spiritual welfare and where they are going to spend eternity.  Maybe that’s a lion that you face.  Maybe you have a son, daughter or spouse in combat, or maybe you yourself will be deployed and in a combat environment.  That’s a lion you must face.  Maybe you are dealing with poor decisions that you’ve made during your lifetime.  That’s a lion you must face. 

You face all these lions and you feel as if you are about to be devoured by them and then the Lord comes and delivers you from those lions’ mouths.  The lab report comes back and the doctor said it’s benign, there’s no cancer.  You were laid off from your job but another became readily available.  You were attacked because of your faith and beliefs, but the Lord rescued you by giving you the strength to stand your ground and you faithfully confessed the truth.  That family member or friend that you’ve been inviting to church or Bible study for years finally says yes.  You made some poor decisions in the past but your life is slowly beginning to turn around for the better.       
But sometimes the Lord does not deliver you from the lion’s mouth.  It feels that he isn’t standing next to you and strengthening you.  You feel weaker.  This doesn’t mean your Lord doesn’t love you.  This does not mean that your Lord has left you.  He is still there.  Sometimes he allows you to face these lions and to go through suffering and hardship for a long time.  Sometimes he does not deliver from the lion’s mouth so that you look to him and rely on him for strength.  Other times we may not even know why the Lord allows these lions to attack us.  In the case of the apostle Paul the Lord allowed him to be imprisoned so that he could share the gospel with the imperial court.  The Lord is right next to you.  He promises to get you through these tough times.  The Lord enabled the apostle Paul to get through his hardship, he will with you.  You can learn from Paul when he said with confidence, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”  (Phil 4:13)  Through the prophet Isaiah the LORD says to you and me, “So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God.  I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.” (Is 41:10)  Martin Luther found his strength in the promise the LORD gives in Psalm 46, “God is our refuge and strength, an every-present help in trouble.”  Many believers over the centuries have found strength in the words of Psalm 23, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”  When you face the lions, find strength in the Lord, and know that he is standing by you, supporting you and comforting you.  

II.    The Lord will crown you with righteousness 
It would have been easy for the Apostle Paul to feel that Jesus had left him all alone.  Paul knew better.  The Lord had stood at his side.  He Lord had given him strength to face the lions.  But there was one final lion Paul had to face.  The lion called death.  But Paul knew the Lord would help him conquer this lion.  In vs8 he says, “Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day (the day of his departure vs6).”  In ancient times a crown was given for a victory won, like gold medals or gaudy trophies are awarded for a first place finish.  Paul talked about victories won.  He said that he had finished the race.  He had fought the good fight.  He had kept the faith.  But these were not the victories Paul was referring to when he said he had a crown waiting for him.  These works were not his doing, but the Holy Sprit working with and in Paul through the Word and Sacraments.  The victory that Paul spoke of, for which he would receive his crown, was the victory his Savior had won for him.  
Jesus had won the victory over sins, by living a perfect sin-free life.  Paul hadn’t done that.  Jesus had won the victory over Satan and sin by his death on the cross.  Paul hadn’t accomplished that.  Jesus had won the victory over death by his resurrection from the grave on Easter Sunday morning.  Paul hadn’t accomplish that either.  Jesus won these victories.  He delivered Paul from the bite of sin and from the grasp of Satan.  And now as Paul faced certain execution, Paul knew he would win the battle over death because his Savior had won the victory over that lion.  He would bring Paul safely through death to his heavenly kingdom, where the crown of righteousness was waiting for Paul.  This would be the “rescue from every evil attack” that Paul referred to in vs18.  When he finally experienced death would he be taken safely home to heaven, then he would be delivered from every lions’ mouth.   

Jesus has won the same victories for you.  Sin, Satan and death have all been defeated by Christ.  And one day, you too will pass through death, just as all the saints before you have, just as the apostle Paul did, and through death you will receive your rescue from the death’s mouth.  There you will receive rest from all the hardships you endure on earth, there you will no longer be hounded by the lions that you face in this life.  Even though you will have to face death, you will pass through it.  It will not and cannot keep your lifeless corpse in the grave.  On the Last Day death will have to bow before the Lord as your body is raised from death to new life, eternal life in heaven, where Christ’s crown of righteousness that he won waits for you.  In heaven it is set aside in a special place just for you, because the victory has been won.  When you face the lions, take heart, for Christ has won the victory for you.  
There is another tale told of a cruel king.  In order to amuse him a prisoner was placed in a circular room with six doors.  Each door was numbered 1 through 6.  The prisoner is told that behind two consecutive doors is a ferocious lion.  If the prisoner can pick two doors without releasing a lion, he will be set free, otherwise, he will be lunch.  The apostle Paul felt that way, except each door he opened, there was a lion waiting for him.  Except one door, that door was labeled “Death.”  But Paul knew that when he opened that door, there would be no hungry lion.  His Savior Jesus would be standing on the other side of that door, holding the prize, eternal life, the crown of righteousness.  You and I must walk through that door.  But your Savior will be waiting for you, smiling at you, waiting to place on your head the crown that has been waiting for you, the crown that Jesus won for you.  While you wait, remember that the Lord will stand by you in this life and give you the strength as you face the lions.  To him be glory forever and ever!  Amen!     
