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Intro 
I don’t know about you but pictures are really helpful for me. Whether they’re given to me or 
not, when someone is explaining something to me I’m always imagining whatever it is in 
physical space in my mind. Even when I read a book, I can remember that that important 
sentence I read was on a left-side page about ¾ down about ⅓ through the book. Paul knows that 
pictures help us grasp and hold on to concepts and he’s given us several already in this letter to 
describe Timothy and the church. The loyal soldier, the lawful athlete, the laboring farmer. Paul 
calls Timothy an unashamed workman. I’m picturing him with a hard hat. Paul called the church 
God’s firm foundation. 
 
I Being useful and honorable is good and worth it 
Paul has moved from the picture of the church as the firm foundation set against the Cornerstone 
of Christ marked with his seal saying “The Lord knows those who are his,” and, “Let everyone 
who names the name of the Lord depart from iniquity.” (v 19) to a picture of another house. A 
large house. You might be picturing Downton Abbey. That’s not a bad picture here. Paul is using 
this picture to help us understand why we should want to do what this seal says and “depart from 
iniquity.” Verse 20: Now in a great house there are not only vessels of gold and silver but also of 
wood and clay, some for honorable use, some for dishonorable. So in the large house are a bunch 
of vessels / utensils / objects to be used and filled. We’re the vessels. But what kind are we 
honorable or dishonorable? Let’s keep reading. Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from what 
is dishonorable, he will be a vessel for honorable use, set apart as holy, useful to the master of 
the house, ready for every good work. So we see that the honor and dishonor affects the 
usefulness of the items. And to be useful they need to be cleansed from what is dishonorable. 
 I moved recently and in that process I realized that I have way too much stuff. Some of it is 
good and useful and some of it is not. One of the things that is not useful is my coffee table. In 
college I found an old door in the alley behind our house that one of my neighbors had left to be 
picked up with the trash. I thought hey that's cool; I can do something with it and brought it in 
the house and it just sat there under my bunk bed for a couple of years. Then I got married and 
Grace and I needed a coffee table, so I went online and bought four pipe wrenches and tightened 
them down on the corners as legs and boom coffee table. Really going for the shabby chic look. 
But I missed it on the chic. This door wasn’t nice. For some reason whoever threw it out had cut 
it in half and there are screws and splinters sticking out of it and I honestly never wiped it off or 
anything and it’s pretty rough looking. And now we have a 7 month old son who’s crawling 
around and pulling up on things and putting his mouth on everything and this table is a problem. 
It’s dirty and unsafe and my family can’t use it. I would need to do some serious work cleaning 
to be able to keep it in our house. It needs to be cleansed in order to be useful to me and my 



 

family. The same is true for us. We need to be cleansed and holy to be useful vessels to the Lord. 
And it’s a great thing to be used by God.  
Vessels isn’t a metaphor Paul came up with it’s one he got from the Lord himself. In Acts 8 God 
tells Ananias to go find Paul and restore his sight. And Ananias is like woah woah woah, I’ve 
heard of this Saul guy and he’s a bad dude and this doesn’t sound like a great idea. And God says 
“Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and 
the children of Israel. (Acts 9:15) Paul is the Lord’s chosen instrument. It’s the same word we 
see used here for vessels. Paul understands what a privilege it is to be used by God. He calls 
himself a servant of the Lord. Paul knows first hand that it is an amazing thing to be used by God 
and he wants that for us. Paul is sitting a hole in the ground jail and writing about how great it is 
to be useful to God. And he’s showing us that as God’s people we have a choice to make in 
whether we want to be useful or useless. As postmodern people we balk at the idea of any 
authority let alone being used.  
 
Why is Paul able to sit in jail and tell us that we should want to be useful to our master? Because 
he knows that our master is good. In this picture of God as the master of a large house, we can’t 
forget that God is good and loving. God loves you so much. He loves you and he cares for you 
and he delights in you and he wants what’s best for you. And he has v 21 good works that he 
wants to do in and through us. Paul has seen first hand the incredible joy and beauty of the good 
works that God has for his people and he’s telling us to prepare ourselves to be useful and ready 
to be used by a good and loving master. Paul tells us to picture a place that would be filled with 
different kinds of vessels. And he poses the question: what kind of vessel do you want to be? Do 
you want to be useful or do you want to be useless? You’re God’s people. You’ve been set apart, 
so live like it and depart from iniquity. We need to cleanse ourselves from all that is dishonorable 
to be useful and ready to be used by God for every good work. This is a different use of the 
metaphor with vessels than Paul has used before. The sentiment here is not one of either 
honorable or dishonorable nature, but of use. There’s a really cool interchange between God’s 
sovereignty and our responsibility. We cleanse ourselves and God sets us apart as holy for his 
use. It is a great thing to be used by the Lord. God wants to use us. That’s an incredible privilege. 
He’s created and gifted each of us uniquely to be useful in different and important and honorable 
ways. We need to strive for holiness and cleanse ourselves from dishonor to be ready to be used.  
 
II Let’s pursue holiness in action and word. 
How do we go after holiness? We do it with our actions and with our words. First with our 
actions. Verse 22: So flee youthful passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace, 
along with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart. What are youthful passions? In the 
context of this letter, I think Paul is talking about the pride and impulsivity that would lead to 
engaging in the word-battles and divisive conflict that we talked about last week. Are you proud? 
Then I was a kid and a teenager and honestly a college student, the most consistent reproof I 
received from my parents was that I wasn’t teachable. I can hear it so clearly. Me saying “I know 



 

I know” and my dad’s response “No, you don’t know. You need to listen.” I was impatient and 
impulsive and brash and dishonorable. I was proud. I thought I knew better than anyone. I sat 
down with Jonathan a couple of weeks ago and one of the things he encouraged me with was that 
he sees in me a humble confidence. I don’t know if he knew how much that meant to me. To 
hear from someone that knows me and sees me consistently in my life and work who I truly 
respect describe me as possessing humility brought a tear to my eye. Praise God for that growth 
toward holiness. You see, it’s not enough to just dispense with youthful passions; we’re to 
pursue righteousness. Knowing that I am The Lord's and he looks at me and sees Christ and says 
this is my son in whom I am well pleased gives me confidence. Confidence that comes not from 
how great I am, but how great Jesus is, a perspective on myself that breeds humility. That helps 
me pursue righteousness.  
 
Pursue means to chase after. Are you chasing after righteousness? Is your pride keeping you 
from doing that? Do you listen attentively when others in your City Group are speaking or are 
you waiting for your turn or to get on with the important things you have going on? Are you 
always ready for an argument or debate? It can get discouraging. I should be more mature than 
this. I should have left this kind of pride and youthful passion behind me. Timothy is probably 
around 40 when Paul is writing this. The youthful passions of pride are a lifelong struggle. 
Knowing that could lead us to complacency with it, “it’s going to be around for the rest of my 
life, so I might as well get used to it,” but Paul says to flee! We fight to escape like Joseph ran 
from Potiphar’s wife when she was trying to ensnare him in some other youthful passions. He 
left his shirt behind and got out there as fast as he could. We flee. There’s no time to wait 
around. I can't tell you how many times I’ve heard people tell me that they’re praying and 
considering a decision that God has been very clear is sinful. No, bro you shouldn’t be sleeping 
with your girlfriend I don’t care how committed you are or how peaceful you feel about it. You 
don’t need to pray about the decision. Flee. Run for your life because the danger is real. We flee 
youthful passions and we pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace. When I fail to flee from 
my pride, I’m not pursuing righteousness, faith, love, or peace; I’m pursuing my own agenda and 
advancement. I’m not faithful, loving, or peaceful in those moments. But Jesus is. He is the 
perfect embodiment. When we pursue faith, love, and peace, we go toward Christ. We’re not 
proud and fighting for ourselves. Our identities are in Christ and we embody his attributes. 
We’re pursuing Christ-like maturity. The pursuit is just as active as our fleeing.  
 
Are you actively pursuing holiness? Are you looking for opportunities to grow in and practice 
faithfulness, love, and peace-making? It’s hard work, but Paul reminds us of a good gift that will 
help us: we do it along with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart. We’re not alone in our 
pursuit. God has given us the church, a community of people who have been made pure to go 
after holiness together. We need each other, we can’t do it alone. That’s why our discipleship 
groups have been called fight clubs. We fight for faith and holiness together actively. It was by 
the active help of men and women in my life who embodied humility and called me out on my 



 

pride that God graciously taught me and drew me toward humble confidence. If you aren’t in a 
fight club get in one. Talk to others in your city group and get one going. We’ll be having some 
men’s and women’s events in the next couple of months. These are great opportunities to meet 
someone you don’t know yet or well and make some connections to pursue holiness together. If 
your fight club is struggling, reach out and get things moving. Our fleeing and our pursuit of 
holiness are worth it. 

We strive for holiness in our actions and also in our words. Have nothing to do with 
foolish, ignorant controversies; you know that they breed quarrels. And the Lord’s servant must 
not be quarrelsome but kind to everyone, able to teach, patiently enduring evil, correcting his 
opponents with gentleness. We pursue verbal holiness. Fighting over foolish ignorant 
controversies is unholy. The Lord’s servant uses her words to be kind, teach, and correct. Who is 
the Lord’s servant? That’s us. That’s all of those who call on the Lord from a pure heart. We’re 
not to get caught up in stupid arguments. We’re to be kind teachers. We help each other pursue 
holiness, by pointing one another to the source of all righteousness, faith, love, and peace. Christ. 
We teach and correct one another with the truth of the gospel. Not everyone in the church needs 
to be preaching sermons, but we should all be preaching the gospel. A friend of mine was talking 
to his mom about her faith and he asked her what she would say if someone asked her what the 
gospel is. And she replied that she would introduce that person to her pastor so that he could 
share the gospel with them. That blew my mind. A woman who professes to be a Christian, has 
gone to church every Sunday of her life in the buckle of the bible belt would not have an answer 
if she were asked to explain the gospel. I’ve told this story to several people and what has 
surprised me even more is that the story doesn’t surprise them at all. This is an all too common 
occurrence. Maybe you even knew where this was going when I started the story. We’re not 
surprised that someone could spend their entire life engaged in a christian community yet unable 
to articulate the truth of the gospel. Can you? Are you prepared to teach and correct? What 
would you say if someone walked up to you or called you on the phone and asked you what the 
gospel is?  

 
At City Life we say: the gospel is the good and true story that Jesus has defeated sin, 

death, and evil through his own death and resurrection and is making all things new, even us. Let 
me say that again. The gospel is the good and true story that Jesus has defeated sin, death, and 
evil through his own death and resurrection and is making all things new, even us. God made the 
world. Sin, death, and evil entered into it and us.  

And God in his perfect justice and mercy came in human form to live the perfect life that 
we could not and die the death that we deserved that we might receive grace and have peace with 
God and be set apart as his for his purposes, to be a people of his own possession. And Jesus rose 
from the dead and is reigning as king over us and is renewing all things, even us. That is the 
gospel. That is good news for everyone. We proclaim the gospel and we correct with the gospel. 
We need to know and understand and be able to articulate it clearly, so we can see the moments 
and spaces where we can apply it to one another. Just yesterday, I was working on this sermon 



 

and really struggling with it and I called Jonathan and confessed that I was feeling anxious and 
inadequate in my preparation and preaching and he gently and kindly reminded me of: 2 
Corinthians 3:4–6 Such is the confidence that we have through Christ toward God. Not that we 
are sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us, but our sufficiency is from God, 
who has made us sufficient to be ministers of a new covenant. That’s the gospel isn't it. We have 
confidence toward God through Christ. My sufficiency and adequacy Is from God. In my pride I 
was worried about how I would look and sound and be thought of and Jonathan gently pointed 
me to Christ and said flee. Paul tells Timothy to be correcting his opponents with gentleness. 
Who are his opponents? Is it just those outside the church? Is it just Hymaneus and Philetus who 
have been preaching heresy? Paul just said be kind to everyone and that includes everyone who 
is opposing him. Both the heretics and those within his church who have been swayed by their 
teaching. They need to be corrected. Being kind and gentle and not partaking in the ignorant 
controversies doesn’t mean being silent. We need to be teaching true things and proclaiming the 
gospel to each other constantly.  

 
Is the gospel being articulated in your City Group? Are people being corrected in 

gentleness? We’ve all seen what’s possible when these things aren’t happening. What happens 
when a couple or an individual gossips or gets their feelings hurt and it goes unaddressed? Does 
it usually work itself out and the peace is kept and they repent and things are happy and good and 
the boat wasn’t rocked? People fall away from the church and they bring others with them. Why? 
They’ve nurtured that hurt, it turns to bitterness, and wasn’t corrected gently. One of my best 
friends got caught up in a misunderstanding at his church that led to a lot of hurt and 
unfortunately it wasn’t addressed with him. He wasn’t corrected gently for his part in the issue 
and it led to bitterness and resentment and he walked away from the church for years and 
brought people down with him. He’s just recently by the grace of God started to seek out and 
value again the body of Christ. It’s dangerous and people are at stake. They start falling like 
dominos. We need to be there ready to correct. To stop that sin before it spreads. And to stop it 
with truth. All of us, as servants of the Lord, need to be teaching and correcting one another with 
the gospel to catch those dominos before they fall. We point out sin in one another’s lives and 
point them to Christ so they can flee from dishonor and toward their Savior. When Christ isn’t a 
part of our correction our correction becomes self-help. We have to remind each other of the 
object of our hope and the source of our holiness. Practice proclaiming the gospel to yourself and 
never stop doing it for each other. Do it with kindness and gentleness that benefit the hearers. 
The gospel isn’t better news for our Elders than it is for you and we should all be just as capable 
of sharing it. 
 
III And what we do matters (not but or therefore) because God will do his work. 
What’s the result of teaching and correcting with kindness, gentleness, and patience? Repentance 
leading to a knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare 
of the devil, after being captured by him. That’s incredible news! Our desire and goal is not the 



 

destruction of our opponents, but their repentance. That they would go from hearing the truth to 
repentance that leads to knowledge of the truth. A deep and intimate knowing of God. We want 
to see people come to their senses, to sober up, to see clearly and understand Christ’s love for 
them. Paul reminds us who our true enemy is, the devil, not those who oppose us, but Satan who 
has ensnared them. Satan is real and he is evil. He is a liar and he deceives people into believing 
false things about themselves and about God. He captures their minds and we want to see them 
woken up and freed and know the truth. And you know what’s even better news about all of this? 
We can’t do any of it! God may perhaps grant them repentance leading to a knowledge of the 
truth, and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, after being 
captured by him to do his will. It’s God who grants repentance and freedom. He is sovereign to 
grant repentance; we are responsible to issue correction. He is sovereign to rescue from Satan; 
we are responsible to tell others about him. That’s great news for us because it takes all the 
pressure off of us to force results. God grants repentance and brings people to their senses not us.  
 
When I was pulling out my hair working on this sermon feeling all the pressure and anxiety to 
nail it, Jonathan graciously reminded me that it’s not my words that change hearts and lead 
others to repentance. God has good works that he wants to use me for and he’s the source of my 
power to them! We fight for holiness and teach truth to be useful to our sovereign master for 
every good work, but it’s not on us to save people. That’s what Jesus did. God graciously uses us 
to proclaim and teach truth and then he changes hearts. And what do they do after they have been 
freed? His work. It’s easy to read the last few words of the verse to mean those captured are 
doing the will of Satan, but God is still the subject of the sentence and it is better read to do His 
work. God frees them to be used by him. Jesus Chrsit humbled himself and freed us from sin and 
death and now we’re God’s people. We are God’s vessels and we want to be clean and honorable 
to be useful to our master, our good and sovereign master. So we take responsibility for what has 
been asked of us. We flee sin and pursue holiness in our actions and our words that God may 
grant repentance and freedom for more of his glory and our good. God takes the objects of the 
miracle of repentance and he makes them the agents of the miracle of repentance. We get to 
participate in that good work, but we need to make ourselves ready by cleansing ourselves by 
fleeing pride and pursuing Christ-like maturity and teaching and correcting with truth and 
gentleness. Jesus has defeated sin, death, and evil through his own death and resurrection and is 
making all things new, even us, and he wants to use us to do it. Pursue holiness together to be 
useful. Let’s pray. 


