Fight as the Fought-For

Jude

Introduction and Context (1-3)

A. Jude

Jude identifies himself quite simply as a “servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James.”

The author and his brother clearly have enough of a reputation among the saints that simply the names alone suffice. The only “James” in Scripture that fits this description is the leader of the Jerusalem church in Acts, who is the (half-)brother of Jesus listed in Matthew 13 and Mark 6. There, Joseph and Mary's four sons are named, which includes both James and Jude (or Judas). The New Testament books bearing the names James and Jude are both authored by the half-brothers of our Lord.

What's also noteworthy about the brevity of Jude's introduction of himself is its deep humility. Celebrity fascination and idolatry was just as rampant in that day as it is in our own; remember Paul's rebuke of the Corinthians for the various “hero” factions within that church (1 Corinthians 1). In light of this, his simple introduction is instructive to us.

Jude did not believe in Jesus until after the resurrection and prior to Pentecost (1:14). In fact, before Jesus' death, we're told that Jesus' family—including his brothers—thought he was crazy. After the resurrection, both James and Jude submitted to the truth of Jesus' deity and were saved. Even so, Jude doesn't point out that he is Jesus' brother, as though he had some measure of equality with Jesus or at least a superiority over everyone else. He is a slave (doulos is the word, one of Paul's favorite self-descriptions as well) of Jesus and brother to James.

B. Immoral False Teachers

Jude is not an apostle, but he did work as an itinerant missionary along with the apostles and his own brothers (1 Corinthians 9:5). The occasion for the writing of the letter is the dangerous doctrine and lifestyle of false teachers that were infiltrating the church and attempting to lead them astray.

Jude is writing to unite and defend his fellow Christians against the devious and cunning attacks of the Evil One. These attacks come in the form of false teaching and licentious, immoral living. The Evil One's strategies have remained remarkably unchanged in two millennia.

C. Eager vs. Necessary

Jude holds the Gospel dearly, as we'll see. His greeting to his believing readers is a foretaste of this: “May mercy, peace, and love be multiplied to you” (2). His love for Christ and his love for his people overflows in his words.

He then says that the letter he actually wrote was not the letter he wanted to write. He very much desired to write “about our common salvation”; but the situation and circumstances involving the false teachers preempted that desire. But notice how he distinguishes the two: he was eager to write about the glorious salvation they shared, but he found it necessary to write a letter of warning and instruction.

The balance that Jude models for us is this: we are to be eager about the gospel of Christ, and we are to find correction, rebuke, or warning necessary. There are two ways we get this wrong: (1) we leave out one or the other, or (2) we reverse them.

(1) It is equally wrong to be eager for the gospel without offering rebuke as it is to offer rebuke without being eager for the gospel.

(2) It is also a great sin to be eager to rebuke and find the gospel reluctantly necessary. In fact, if you enjoy and look forward to offering correction, you are, because of that, the last person who should be giving it. Correction and warning are offered in the context of gospel celebration; otherwise, the vines of malice and pride are taking root.

Brothers and sisters, let us be eager to celebrate the gospel that is true among us, and let us do the difficult but necessary work of warning and rebuking for the good of each other and the renown of Christ's name.

I. Fight for the Faith (3-19)

Jude's first exhortation to his readers is that they fight for the faith (3). From verse 3 to verse 19, he gives three reasons why they should fight for the faith in the light of the false teachers' attacks.

A. Reason 1: The faith is once-for-all delivered to the saints.

Jude's first reason can be easily missed because he states it so matter-of-factly. But we must not miss it.

We are to fight for the faith because it is the unchanging faith. It is the faith “once for all delivered” to God's people. Notice the divine decisiveness in this action: it has been done “once for all,” needing no follow-ups nor corrections. Notice also the passivity of the saints: the faith has been “delivered to” them. The gospel of Jesus Christ is not the invention of men; men have received from God this faith, this hope, this truth.

The church is the “pillar and buttress of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:15). We are pictured by Paul as those who hold up (pillar) and support and defend (buttress) the truth. We do not have the license to alter, add, or omit to the truth of the gospel.

B. Reason 2: The seriousness of the danger.

Jude then moves on to describe the dangers that the church is facing. He uses a multitude of images and allusions, mostly from the Old Testament, to make the case that the false teachers should be rebuked for their immoral living and their false teaching should be resoundingly rejected from acceptance in the church.

Tom Schreiner helpfully notes, “We have an early recognition here that the touchstone for the Christian faith is in the teaching of the apostles and that any deviation from their teaching is unorthodox.”

These false teachers were dangerous to the church because they “pervert the grace of our God into sensuality and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ” (4). This danger had not taken the Lord by surprise; God knew they would attack his people and designated them for condemnation.

The false teachers had a sinfully distorted view of grace that then worked itself out in all kinds of immorality, including (if not especially) sexual immorality. This wantonly sinful lifestyle was itself a testimony of their denial of Jesus as Lord and their rejection of him as King. John puts it this way in 1 John: “This is the message we [the apostles] have heard from him and declare to you, that God is light [light = holiness, purity] and in him is no darkness at all. If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk [walk = a lifestyle characterized by] in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth” (1 John 1:5-6).

Jude compares them to the unbelieving first generation of Israel out of Egypt, the fallen angels of Genesis 6:1-4, and Sodom and Gomorrah. The purposes of these examples was to call to mind the seriousness of falling under God's wrath.

All these examples have the common link of abandoning the rightful submission to God's authority in pursuit of sin, particularly sexual sin. The Israelites constantly refused to trust God's goodness and did not submit to his promises and commands to take the land; the angels left their proper place, rebelled against God, and were confined in chains in gloomy darkness until the end; Sodom and Gomorrah became proverbs for homosexuality and oppression of the poor.

“The main point is that those who transgress and sin will experience judgment. The angels did not escape unscathed when they violated what was fitting. Neither will the opponents sin with impunity, and hence Jude encouraged the church to resist their teaching.”

Jude further describes the sin involved here as “defiling the flesh, rejecting authority, and blaspheming the glorious ones” (8); the justification for this is the false teachers' “dreams.”

We must always be conscious of how easily we can convince ourselves that our sin is okay, unlike everyone else's sin. The false teachers justified all kinds of gross immorality by “dreams,” claiming that God gave his approval to their actions. We have to remember the serpent's guile in the garden, for he and his minions still today whisper to us, “Hath God really said?”

We must guard ourselves against the folly of presuming to be wiser and holier and more just than God. We cannot set ourselves above God to be his judge and lawgiver; he is the Judge of all the earth, who will do right (Genesis 18:25). The false teachers claim to know much about spiritual matters, but they are utter fools, “blaspheming what they do not understand” (10).

By fighting for the faith once for all delivered to the saints, we are fighting for both doctrine and holiness. Jesus has given us doctrine and truth, but this truth is intimately connected to how we live. These false teachers are denying the Lord and Master by rejecting his word; they are worthless as leaders and guides, because they cannot deliver the freedom and joy they promise. They are rainless clouds and fruitless, uprooted trees. To follow them is to follow a wandering star—you'll never get anywhere but lost.

Ultimately, God is not surprised by the assaults on his truth, his holiness, and his people. He has warned his people about the coming judgment on his enemies as a declaration of his holiness that reveals their sin. 

He has also given these warnings as a comfort to his people that none of this has taken him by surprise. He knows the attacks his people face. He knows the attacks against his truth and his people in our day today. He sees the murder of his people in Iran. He sees the desecration of sex and marriage that is happening in our own country. He sees the disgrace and dishonor and shame and even violence that comes upon his people here in America. He has not forgotten. He warned us all along this would happen. That's why we can fight for the faith: there's nothing coming against us that God doesn't know about and can't conquer. We stand firm in the gospel because it is the power of God. What is weakness and foolishness to this world is the power of God to salvation for those who believe.

Brothers and sisters, let us fight for the faith.

II. Fight for Your Heart (20-21)

A. The Beloved vs. The Devoid of the Spirit

Jude's next exhortation comes with the stark contrast between his readers—the beloved—and the enemies, whom Jude describes ultimately as “devoid of the Spirit.”

As Jesus so simply and powerfully told Nicodemus in John 3, “You must be born again.” Jude's readers are believers (more on this shortly), and as such have the Spirit of God within each of them. These immoral, wicked false teachers were “devoid” of the Holy Spirit; it's no wonder, in a sense, why they lived so sinfully. It's no wonder they taught wickedness and license and sin; they don't have the Spirit in them.

Not so, however, with the church. All those who belong to Jesus have the Spirit.

B. Keep Yourself in the Love of God

Turning now to address his readers directly, Jude gives them a single command in verses 20-21 with three participles to tell them how to obey that command. The Great Commission is a well-known example of this: the one imperative is to “make disciples”; the rest of the passage are descriptions how to make disciples (going, baptizing, teaching). The same thing is happening here.

Jude tells his readers (and us) to “keep yourselves in the love of God.” This is a strange-sounding command to us, and in fact, it even sounds unbiblical. We don't do anything to earn or maintain God's love for us, so why would Jude say this?

It's absolutely true that we cannot earn God's love for us, nor can we do anything to maintain or lose that love. And yet, once we are in God's love, we are then given all sorts of responsibility as a result of that love. 

We are given the responsibility to put to death the deeds of the flesh. 

We are given the responsibility to disciple the nations. 

We are given the responsibility of growing in the grace and knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

We are given the responsibility of encouraging the church.

We'll look at this in more detail in a moment, but Jude is not advocating a works-righteousness here. He's writing to those who are already called, beloved, and kept by God; he's encouraging them and us to “work out [our] salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in [us], both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:12-13).

“Those who trust in Christ remain in the faith because of the preserving work of God the Father. Nevertheless, the promise that God will keep his own does not nullify the responsibility of believers to persevere in the faith. God keeps his own, and yet believers must keep themselves in God's love. Jude represented well the biblical tension between divine sovereignty and human responsibility. On the one hand, believers only avoid apostasy because of the grace of God. On the other hand, the grace of God does not cancel out the need for believers to exert all their energy to remain in God's love.”

C.J. Mahaney: “We are to keep ourselves in the love of God, dependent on the preserving grace we are informed of in [verse] 1b. We keep ourselves because we are being kept. We persevere because of God's preserving grace. So we must not divorce the imperative we encounter in verse 21 from the indicative that we are informed of in [verse] 1b.”

So then, how are we to keep ourselves in the love of God? Jude gives three ways:

1. By building yourselves up in your most holy faith

Our faith received through the grace of God as a gift (Ephesians 2:8-9) is not a stagnant, one-time, check-off-the-list reality; rather, we are to build upon it. We are to grow in it. We are not to remain as immature, weak, helpless infants, but rather we are to grow and learn and train and mature in love for the Lord, love for his Word, love for his people, love for holiness, love for obedience.

The “most holy faith” of verse 20 is the “faith once for all delivered to the saints” of verse 3; that is to say, it is the gospel of Jesus Christ. “The most effective way to keep oneself in the love of God is to preach the gospel to oneself each and every day. There isn't a more effective way” (C.J. Mahaney).

Milton Vincent (A Gospel Primer): “There is simply no other way to compete with the forebodings of my conscience, the condemnings of my heart, and the lies of the world and the devil than to overwhelm such things with the daily rehearsings of the gospel.”

Read the gospel. Sing the gospel. Say the gospel. Read about the gospel. Talk about the gospel.

2. By praying in the Holy Spirit

Prayer is so easily relegated to the realm of necessary drudgery. As Paul Miller writes in A Praying Life, “Private, personal prayer is one of the last great bastions of legalism.”
 

We understand and practice this concept much better in our relationships with other people, particularly in marriage. It just comes naturally most of the time that I keep myself in the love of my wife by talking with her—even if that conversation is far from deep or substantive. Just conversing bonds us together, reinforcing the fact that we are indeed together and have love for one another. And yet, we come to God—I mostly come to God—with stilted, forced, unfeeling, obligatory prayers.

Prayer is to be much more than submitting a requested to-do list to God. The atrophy of my prayers is due to a cancerous lie that says God is a bureaucrat and needs the proper forms filled out, notarized, and resubmitted as necessary.

The Bible teaches us to pray all kinds of things, besides just asking for things. Thank God for everything you can think of. I'll find myself enjoying music and just thanking God for the gift of music he gave to us. Praise God for everything that amazes you. I praised God this week while watching the space shuttle reach orbit. Grow into the instinct and reflex to turn to God, which includes but is not limited to asking for things. It makes all the difference in the world.

3. By waiting for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life

My dad has worked in the Benton County school system for over 35 years. Until I was in seventh grade, my dad was the principal of the 4th-8th grade school in Camden. Then, starting in the 8th grade, he was promoted to K-6 supervisor, which meant that instead of being in the same building as me, he was in the building 100 yards away. That being said, I never had the experience of being told, “Wait till your father gets home.” I gather from those who have that it's not a pleasant experience. For the record, not waiting till Dad gets home isn't all it's cracked up to be, either.

What a difference the gospel makes in what we wait for! We no longer wait for wrath and judgment, but “mercy that leads to eternal life”! What else does this world have to offer us to wait for? Nothingness? Reincarnation? How bleak and depressing is that!

We keep ourselves in the love of God by remembering that there is mercy and eternal life waiting for us. We press on, fighting for the gospel, fighting against sin for our hearts because there is hope set before us that cannot fail.

Brothers and sisters, let us fight for our hearts.

III. Fight for Others (22-23)

Jude refuses to allow us to be lone rangers in fighting for the faith and for our hearts. His final exhortation to us is to fight for others as well.

There were those who were being or had already been drawn into the lies and immorality of the false teachers. Jude instructs the church of his day and ours on how to treat those people caught in the snares of lies and sin; he gives three ways for us to fight for others.

A. By being merciful to the doubting

There seems to be a progression of the effect of the false teachers. This first group contains those who are wavering on the edge of following the lies. Jude calls us—those who are waiting for mercy—to be merciful to them, walking with them to shore up their understanding of God's word and his call for holy living.

B. By snatching others from the fire

Next, there are those who are further under the influence of the false teachers, possibly even to the extent of dabbling in immorality and beginning to accept the false teaching. The response there is described as “snatching from the fire.”

Jude is ratcheting up the intensity of the imagery to show the urgency of the matter. Pursuing our brothers and sisters who are in sin is a matter of snatching them from the fire. We must not tolerate sin in our own lives, and we must fight for each other in that regard. We are in covenant here together as members of Grace; you will not run away from Christ without us running after you, snatching you from the fire. We will be merciful in your struggles, but we will be firm in Christ's love and truth and confront you if necessary.

Notice the goal is not the rebuking of the wayward members, but their restoration to right fellowship with God and the church. We are not to be sadistic, enjoying rendering death and judgment at the first sign of slipping. We earnestly desire all to walk with God, and we fight for each other for that purpose.

C. By being fearfully merciful, hating sin and its effects

The last group are those who are the most affected by the false teachers; they are the ones who are deeply entrenched in sin and lies. “Believers should 'show mercy' even to those deeply ensnared in sin. They were not to despise them or abhor those so defiled by sin. And yet their mercy should be mingled with fear and hatred, knowing that sin had stained and defiled these people in a remarkable way.”
 “Perhaps mercy is demonstrated especially through prayer in cases like these. The text constructs a nice balance between showing love and mercy and maintaining standards of purity and righteousness. Showing love for the sinner does not exclude an intense hatred for the corruption brought about by sin.” 

IV. God Has Fought (and Is Still Fighting) for You (1,24-25)

A. The Called = The Beloved = The Kept

 We come back to look at verse 1, where Jude describes his believing readers in three equivalent ways: they are the called (or the elect or chosen), which means they are beloved by God the Father, which means they are kept by Jesus Christ. To be called is to be loved is to be kept.

The whole Trinity is engaged here in the security and certainty of our salvation: the Spirit calls those who are loved from eternity by the Father, and Jesus once and for all purchases their salvation on the cross by his sinless life and glorious resurrection.

If you are in Christ, you are called, loved, and kept by the fullness of God himself.

B. “To Him who is able” → the only One able

Jude closes the letter with one of the most magnificent, glorious, wonderful, and powerful doxologies in all the New Testament, if not the whole of Scripture. He begins by describing God as “him who is able to keep you from stumbling.” 

Again, we see that salvation is God's work from beginning to end, for he is the only One able to do that. We certainly cannot and will not keep ourselves from stumbling; he alone can. And he will. He will not leave us to our own devices on that last Great Day; he who has kept us this far will keep us until the end. This is what we are singing in “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing”: “Here I raise my Ebenezer / Hither by thy help I'm come. / And I hope by thy good pleasure / Safely to arrive at home.”

C. Fight as the Fought-For; Keep because you're kept

Finally, we are led to worship. The gospel always brings us around to worship. To God alone be “glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen”

For the longest time, I read that passage to say that we—the presented-blameless ones—were those who had “great joy.” That is clearly true, but I no longer think that's the emphasis of the text. Jude is emphasizing God's joy in our being presented blameless.

We read in 1 Corinthians 15 about how the end will go. Jesus defeats all his enemies, subjecting everything in the universe to his reign. He then turns around and gives everything back to the Father. Unfortunately, I tend to think of this “turning over” as a clinical, formal, dry and boring business transaction.

What Jude describes here is anything but dry and boring. The image he presents is Jesus running to the Father with us in tow shouting, “Abba! Abba! They're here! They're finally here!”

May we never question or worse, underestimate, God's love for us. God is indeed for us (Romans 8:31), and he will keep us to the end.

Let us fight for the faith, let us fight for our hearts, and let us fight for each other because God has fought for us. In fact, God is fighting for us still, and he will prevail.
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