
“In Season or Out” 
2 Timothy 4:1-5 

Rev. Clinton G. Roberts--First Presbyterian Church of Lake Forest--January 31, 2021 
 

  If you had only one remaining opportunity to offer counsel and encouragement to someone dear to you, 
someone you’ve tried to guide and mentor over the years—what would you choose to say? 

  Our text from 2 Timothy presents us with just such a moment, between Paul and his protégé Timotheus, 
whose name means, “God-honoring.”  In this epistle, which may contain the very last written words from the 
apostle, we find Paul in Rome, where he has been under house arrest for probably a couple of years.  He was 
in Rome because, as a Roman citizen, he was entitled to be tried before Caesar, which he had asked Festus, 
the magistrate in Caesarea, to allow.  While awaiting trial, many of his friends and companions were able to 
visit him, including Demas and Crescens and Linus and Claudia and others from the Christian house churches 
in Rome. 

  But now things had gotten worse.  At his first defense before the Imperial magistrate, Paul had to go it alone.  
He was spared from being put to a horrible death in the Coliseum by lions, perhaps because he was in fact a 
citizen, a privileged status within the Roman Empire in the 1st Century.  But now we find Paul in chains, 
probably within the sprawling encampment of the Praetorian Guard, just outside the City.  Only Luke the 
Physician remains at his side.  The season is probably late summer, and the time?  Sometime after the Great 
Fire in AD 64 and the death of Nero in AD 68. 

I 

  Timothy grew up in the city of Lystra in Asia Minor, about 150 miles from Tarsus where Paul’s family 
originated.  His mother Eunice and his grandmother Lois were Jewish women who became followers of “The 
Way,” as the first Christians were called. This happened during Paul’s first missionary journey, when he and 
Barnabas came to Derbe and Lystra.  Returning years later, Paul and Silas met young Timothy, whose father 
was Greek but who himself was well-versed in the Hebrew Scriptures ever since boyhood.  Kudos to Eunice 
and Lois for that!  In the time ahead, Timothy would accompany Paul and Silas and serve with Priscilla and 
Aquila in Corinth and later on in Ephesus.  Eventually, according to tradition, Timothy would become the first 
Bishop of Ephesus, serving the region’s churches until his martyrdom in AD 97 at the age of eighty. 

  But now, we find these two friends separated by hundreds of miles of land and sea, and we read that Paul is 
coming to realize fully that he will not be exonerated by Nero, but will soon face his own demise.  “Do your 
best to come to me soon,” he writes to Timothy.  “Bring the cloak that I left with Carpas at Troas, also the 
books, and above all, the parchments…Do your best to come before winter.” 

II 

  Let me repeat my question to you this morning: if you had only one remaining opportunity to offer guidance 
and encouragement to someone you love and have sought to mentor with your own faith—what would you 
choose to say? 

  Paul says quite a lot in the four short chapters comprising 2 Timothy, but at the end he says this:  he delivers 
a charge to Timothy of the deepest solemnity—words invoking both God and Christ, in light of his coming 
Kingdom and promised Return.  This charge is comprised of nine imperatives—beginning with this one:  
“Proclaim the message”-“Preach the word.” 



  Now you may think this is an exclusive thing, this charge from an Apostle to a soon-to-become Bishop, 
something reserved for church professionals, for those who preach for a living.  My take is different.  Our 
Reformed tradition lifts up “the priesthood of all believers,” Christ’s Body, whose members are called to all 
ministries of the Church.  Some of the best preaching I’ve witnessed has been delivered without words, or has 
taken place outside the context of church, like the talk given by Jon Meacham on “The Soul of America” at the 
National Book Festival in 2018, or the poem “The Hill We Climb” recited by Amanda Gorman at the 
Inauguration of President Joe Biden.  Preaching isn’t just for preachers.  It’s for all of us to do, for “We are the 
People”—people of God who trust and believe that within the words of Scripture, we can discover God’s plan 
for life together in this world—and the promise of its fulfillment in the world to come. 

  “Preaching the Word” happens in a bedtime story from Grandma or in a man-to-man conversation at half-
time; it can happen in a classroom or a choir rehearsal; in a fishing boat or a hair salon; at an AA meeting or on 
a long morning’s walk.  When we prayerfully endeavor to speak the truth in love in order to build up an 
individual or, for that matter, a nation; when we ask God for the fruits of the Holy Spirit to do so, and when we 
do it for Christ’s sake, then we are indeed “proclaiming the message:” the message of the Kingdom, with all 
the gifts and the opportunities we have. 

III 

  So let’s take a closer look at Paul’s final words, which represent the distillation of years of friendship and 
ministry. 

1) “Proclaim the message,” that’s the first. 

2) “Be persistent” in doing it (literally, stand up and be counted!). 

3) Do it “in season and out of season,” in good times and in bad. 

  We’ve had times in the history of this nation when God’s words were heard more clearly, like in 1776 and 
1789, in 1863 and 1864, in 1933 and in 1961, 1981 and 2001.  2021 remains to be seen, but after living 
through the ravages of a pandemic and a violent election, God knows we need to hear it now.  Author Brian 
McLaren in his recent book Faith After Doubt, relates that more than 65 million people have stopped going to 
church today in America.  That is a staggering statistic—but that is the “season” we’re living through.  It’s not 
the first time this has been so.  In the Book of 1 Samuel, we read that in the time of Eli, “the word of the Lord 
was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.”  Yet God spoke to young Samuel in the Sanctuary, and 
he replied, “Speak, for your servant is listening.”  Samuel grew up to be a prophet mighty in both word and 
deed, and “the Lord let none of his words fall to the ground.”  Seasons change.  The Word of the Lord does 
not.  Our part is to be found faithful in the season we’re living in—in season or out. 

4) “Convince, rebuke and encourage,” says Paul.  In other words, engage people’s heart, mind and will.  Minds 
need convincing and hearts need encouragement.  Wrongdoing needs calling out; and “my will” needs to 
become “thy will.”  This kind of work requires patience and care. 

5)“For the time is coming,” says Paul, “when people will not put up with sound teaching, but will accumulate 
teachers to suit their own desires, and will turn away from listening to the truth and follow myths instead.”  
Was he envisioning our time?  However you may answer, these words ring true today. 

6) “As for you,” Paul charges, “As for you: always be clear-headed; push through the pain; do the hard work of 
hoping; fulfill your own call.” 

  Last week I celebrated my birthday on the birth date of my six-year-old grandson.  Back in 1983 when his 
father was born, AOL was being launched:  America Online.  Who besides God could have envisioned all the 



ways that this would change us?  Sometimes I feel very discouraged about what all those changes have 
brought, wondering what kind of world my grandchildren will grow up to live in. 

  But then I watch their grandmother snuggle them close for a bedtime story; and I watch their parents take 
them to church.  I hear them say, “I love you, Grandpa.”  And I think to myself, “If that’s not the work of an 
evangelist--then I don’t know what is.” 

  Jon Meacham said in his talk about the soul of America that “if we don’t have empathy for one another, then 
democracy doesn’t work.”  As believers, we’re called to have far more than that.  We’re called to have 
compassion, and to build up one another in love.  That’s what Paul did for Timothy—right up to the end.  He 
“kept the faith.”  And we can, too, each time we reach out to mentor the Timothys God’s placed in our lives, 
as we remember with gratitude the Pauls who’ve mentored ours. 

IV 

  So let me ask you one last time: if you had one final opportunity to offer good counsel and encouragement to 
someone dear to you, someone you’ve tried to guide and uphold—what would you choose to say? 

  What I’m saying to you this morning is: what are you waiting for?  Say these things now.  Offer them today--
with all the faith for their future you’ve got! Offer them with passion and patience and painfulness and love. 

Because none of us really knows what time it is. Or how many seasons we’ll see. 

 


