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“Self-Inflicted Wounds” 
2 Timothy 3:1-9 

 
Idea:  The most destructive and dangerous wounds that affect the believer and the church are self-inflicted. 
 
Intro:  Who is your favorite superhero?  I think it is safe to say that we all love and have a superhero.  
Likewise, I believe that in some way everyone imitates his or her favorite superhero.  Little boys wear the suit 
and mimic the actions of their favorite superhero. Little girls dress up like their favorite princess or heroine.  
Elementary kids strive to emulate their favorite athlete or singer.  Teenagers follow the style and interests of 
those they admire in pop culture.  And adults copy the lifestyle, language, and actions of those they respect and 
admire.   
 
What is it about a hero that makes him or her attractive?  What we find in a superhero is an example of what we 
should be and how we should live.  We discover character traits that resonate with our hearts.  For example, in 
Superman we find strength.  In Cinderella we see beauty and kindness.  In an athlete we may encounter 
discipline and determination.  In the artist there is creativity.  In the married couple that has raised a successful 
family, we find love, grace, and commitment.  This is the power of an example. 
 
Now, we need more than an example; we need proclamation.  We need the spoken word followed by an 
example of living out that word.  Jesus is the greatest example of both.  His teaching explained His life, and His 
life exemplified His teaching.  He told us how we should live, and then lived it out in His life.   We find in the 
greatest of superheroes the primacy of living examples.  And so because of this importance, it is necessary for 
believers to know whom they should follow and emulate.  There are good and bad examples out there.  In 2 
Timothy 3:1-13, Paul shows both extremes.  In verses 1-9, he takes us to the moral sewer.  He rattles of no 
fewer than 19 particular expressions of sin among godless people in just three verses (vs. 2-4).  He also 
describes the emptiness of godless religion (vs. 5).  He then discusses the corrupt nature of the false teachers, 
including their evil methodology for making disciples (vs. 6-9).  Paul’s command to Timothy was to “avoid 
such people” (vs. 5).  In contrast, he presented himself as a good example to follow and emulate (vs. 10-13). 
 
Inquiry:  Edmund Burke once said, “Example is the school of mankind; they will learn at no other.”  The 
charge to Timothy throughout this letter has been to “guard the good deposit” (1:14) and to reject every false 
teaching.  Timothy was to continue to stand for the truth, to preach the gospel, and to model godliness in his 
life.  Paul understood that people are easily influenced, so they need a good model to follow.  He told the 
Corinthians, “Bad company ruins good morals” (1 Cor 15:33).  The opposite is just as true…good company 
enhances good morals.   
 



As we read through the New Testament, we see a drift in the Ephesian church.  They started strong.  Paul 
praised them for their faith in his letter, “For this reason, because I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus 
and your love toward all the saints...” (Eph 1:15).  Then in his two letters to Timothy we learn that false 
teachers were having a tremendous amount of influence on the church.  Years later the Lord Jesus in His 
revelation to John would rebuke the church for abandoning their first love (Rev 2:4).  The church drifted.  How 
could a church with a strong, bold, and vibrant faith lose their love for Jesus?  The answer Paul presents is that 
it came from within rather than from without.  It was a self-inflicted wound.  An outside aggressor such as the 
Roman government or some sort of cultural influence did not damage the Ephesian church.  It was damaged by 
internally embracing false teaching.  The apostle warned the church of this imminent danger.  It was a danger to 
the Ephesian believers, and it is a danger for us today.  Church history reveals that the only thing that can 
destroy a church is self-implosion.  Theological and moral rot is what kills a church.  Let’s take a look at these 
self-inflicted wounds. 
 
Read 2 Timothy 3:1-9. 
 
This passage opens with the phrase, “But understand this, that in the last days there will come times of 
difficulty.”  Paul speaks to both a future and a present reality.  The Kingdom of God has both an already and not 
yet connotation.  In other words, the promises and blessings of the Kingdom are true today, yet they won’t be 
fully realized until Christ returns.  The same is true of the tribulations of the church.  The “last days” mentioned 
in verse one refer not only to the days immediately preceding the second coming of Christ but also to today.  
The last days began at Pentecost and will continue until the eschaton or return of Christ.  Therefore, Paul was 
not telling Timothy about something that would eventually happen in the future but rather something that was 
happening in the present.  Self-inflicting wounds threatened the Ephesian church.  And today self-inflicting 
wounds threaten the church.  What are the wounds? 
 
3 Wounds that Destroy 
 
1.  Self-centeredness (vs. 2-4) 
 

The sin rebuked through John in Revelation 2 was already alive in the church.  There were people within 
the Ephesian church who had left their first love.  They were lovers of self rather than lovers of God.  
Their lives were marked by self-centeredness rather god-centeredness.  They began to worship self 
instead of God.  Everyone worships something or someone, and one’s life is a spillover of that supreme 
love.  When self is your supreme love, the three things expressed in this list of sins characterize the 
spillover.  They are… 
 

• Narcissism – the love of self 
This characteristic is depicted as those who are proud, arrogant, ungrateful, and hostile.  By 
definition narcissists are focused on themselves.  Everything in their lives is driven by this 
motivation. 

 
• Materialism – the love of money 

The love of money will drive people toward abuse, disobedience, ungratefulness, unholiness, and 
a lack of self-control. 
 
Materialism is a serious danger in the American church today.  By the world’s standards, we are 
wealthy, and our affluence easily leads to self-sufficiency.  It also leads to a love of things and a 
sense of entitlement.   
 
“The difference between Patrick Henry and the average American today is that Patrick Henry 
said: ‘Give me liberty or give me death,’ and the average American today just says, ‘Gimmie.’”  

– Vance Havner 



Material things are not evil.  The love of material things is what is evil.  Jay Kesler said, “Things 
are to be used and God is to be loved.  We get into trouble when we begin to use God and love 
things.”  It was W.L. Hudson who reminded the church, “The love of wealth makes bitter men; 
the love of God, better men.” 
 
Materialism was a self-inflicted wound that was damaging the health and integrity of the 
Ephesian church.  Today, it is still a self-inflicted wound that is damaging the church. 

 
• Hedonism – the love of pleasure 

This characteristic is portrayed through unholiness, the lack of control, and recklessness.  It is 
living for an experience devoid of God, whatever that experience may be.  The main issue here is 
that man was created for more than a temporal experience.  God has placed eternity within man’s 
heart (Eccl 3:11), so that he longs for more than what this world has to offer.  Ultimately, he will 
not be satisfied by anything other than the Creator God. 

 
Self-centeredness endangered the church in Ephesus just as it endangers the church today.  There was a 
second self-inflicted wound. 

 
2.  Simulated Spirituality (vs. 5) 
  

The false teachers and members who had been allowed to remain in the church looked and sounded 
spiritual.  They possessed external practices that gave the appearance of godliness, but their spirituality 
was not validated by their lifestyle.  They were morally corrupt.  Their spirituality was nothing more 
than a show.  Consequently, the power of God was absent from their lives.  They preached a gospel 
devoid of the cross of Christ, which is no gospel at all.  They refused to personally believe on the truth 
of the gospel.  In so doing, they failed to embrace the power of the gospel (Rom 1:16).   
In simulated spirituality one is satisfied with the forms of worship rather than the true object of worship.  
The person is enamored with the things of God rather than attracted to God.  Religious rote and routine 
replace authenticity. 
 
When a church becomes satisfied with religious motions over and above true worship, it no longer 
possesses and enjoys the power of God.  There was a third self-inflicted wound. 

 
3.  Seizing Something New (vs. 6-9) 
 

Evil is always on the prowl for new converts (1 Pet 5:8).  Paul warned Timothy of the danger lurking 
behind some of those who claimed to be teachers of truth.  Certain individuals were trying to win 
converts to their wicked religion.  They did this by creeping into houses (vs. 6).  They were secretive 
and sneaky, like Satan.  They did evil things behind closed doors under the guise of good.  The goal was 
to capture their prey.  It was not to help, train, or better the person’s life.  It was to ensnare and imprison.  
To do this they deployed within the church that was meeting in houses. 
 
I want you to notice who the victims often were in this evil scheme in Ephesus.  They were weak 
women who were burdened with sins, deceived by passions, and chasing after every new teaching.  The 
description “weak women” is purposely derisive, literally reading “little women.”  The diminutive is not 
intended for women in general but describes a situation involving particular women and suggests 
immature, childish women.  The truth is this often happens to both men and women.  These particular 
women were “burdened with sins and led astray by various passions.”  Their unconfessed sin stood 
between them and God and made their reasoning faulty.  In many ways sin makes you dumb.  You keep 
doing the same thing over and over but expecting different results.  It is insanity. 
 



Their guilt and desires resulted in religious dabbling.  They were always learning, seeking something 
new but never coming to the true knowledge of the truth.  All through the Pastoral Epistles, this phrase 
speaks of faith, repentance, and salvation.  These women then were always learning but never coming to 
know Christ. 
 
We might describe them as women who signed up for every new Bible study being offered at church, in 
Community Bible Study, and by their friends.  They dedicated themselves to learn the mysteries of the 
heart and the numerical key to prophecy.  But they were put off by the simple gospel because it made 
them feel guilty and dirty.  They preferred to feel smart and free even as they became more entrenched 
in foolishness and enslavement.  They thought that the next new thing would bring them the happiness 
and relief they desperately needed. 
 
Every church is engaged in a truth war.  There is a genuine understanding of the truth available to all.  
At the same time there are people who actively resist the truth (vs. 8) and teach a false gospel.  People 
have always been prone to drift to every wind of doctrine, especially that which is new.  Here is a bit of 
advice about new teachings:  “If it’s true, it’s not new, and if it’s new, it’s not true.”  As followers of 
Jesus Christ, we are followers of His written, inerrant Word found in the Bible.  The gospel that we 
believe and saves is not new.  But neither is it out of date.  It is as relevant today as when it was first 
proclaimed.   
 
And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by 
which we must be saved. – Acts 4:12 
 
The desire to seize something new wounds and will eventually destroy a church.  The same is true of 
simulated spirituality and self-centeredness.  Now that we have an awareness of these wounds that 
destroy, what should we pursue instead?   

 
3 Disciplines that Build 
 
1.  Godliness 
 

Narcissism, materialism, and hedonism are temptations we all face.  Jesus was tempted by the devil with 
them (Matt 4).  Our response as believers to self-centeredness should be to put and keep God at the 
center of our lives.  God-centeredness produces god-likeness…godliness.  Your life will be marked by: 
 

• Humility 
In contrast to narcissism, you will humbly put God and others before yourself. 

 
• Generosity 

In contrast to materialism, you will delight in giving rather than getting. 
 

• Integrity 
In contrast to hedonism, you will delight in God rather than pleasure.   

 
In many ways, we were created by God to be hedonists.  The Westminster Shorter Catechism 
begins with the declaration that “man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.”  John 
Piper expounds this doctrine in his explanation of what he calls “Christian hedonism.”  This is 
the conviction that God’s ultimate goal in the world (His glory) and our deepest desire (to be 
happy) are one and the same, because God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in 
Him.  Not only is God the supreme source of satisfaction for the human soul, but God himself is 
glorified by our being satisfied in Him.  Therefore, our pursuit of joy in Him is essential. 
 



Christian Hedonism claims that the Christian life should be the pursuit of maximum joy in God 
— joy both in quality and quantity. Fullness of joy and joy forevermore (Psalm 16:11) are found 
only in Him.  So when God is at the center of our lives, we will be marked by integrity because 
we’re living out what we were created for…satisfaction in God. 

  
We should pursue godliness.  Second, we should pursue… 

 
2.  Genuine Spirituality 
 

Don’t ever allow yourself to become satisfied with shadows and forms instead of the object and 
substance of worship.  Don’t allow yourself to go through religious motions while failing to engage with 
the purpose of those religious motions.  Don’t come to church simply to go home.  Instead, possess a 
vibrant, growing faith in Jesus Christ.  This faith begins in repentance of sin and receiving forgiveness in 
Jesus.  And continues as you learn to walk and live in faith.   
 
The Christian life is not about religion but a relationship.  Pursue godliness, genuine spirituality, and 
thirdly… 

 
3.  Ground Yourself in the Gospel. 
 

Rather than being carried about by every new teaching, ground yourself in the historic “faith that was 
once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).  Read your Bible daily.  Spend time in prayer with God 
daily.  Set under the faithful preaching and teaching of God’s Word weekly.  And test everything over 
and against the clear teaching of Scripture.  Grow in the gospel.  It is like a pool that is shallow enough 
for an infant to wade yet deep enough for the mature to dive. 

 
Conclusion:  We all need a hero to inspire, encourage, and model how we should live.  Who are your heroes?  
Thankfully, there are many great heroic figures to admire and emulate. The greatest of them is Jesus.  He not 
only modeled a great life; He sacrificed His for yours. 
 
This morning I have some good news, some bad news, and some best news for you. 
 
Good News – You are loved by God.  He designed you.  You were made by Him and for Him (Col 1:16).  You 
were designed to perfectly relate and to be in relationship with holy God. 
 
Bad News - You are sinful and broken.  You possess both an inherited and a self-inflicted wound.  The sinful 
nature of Adam in the Garden has been passed down to you, and you were born into the world in rebellion 
against the God who created you for Himself.  Your sin is under the just wrath of holy God.  Sin has produced 
brokenness in your lives.  You choose to sin because it is your nature, further wounding yourself. 
 
Best News - The gospel declares that God the Son has paid the penalty for your sin.  Romans 5:8 says, “God 
shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  He offered His life as a substitute 
for you and experienced the wrath of God the Father against your sin.  So that now, you can experience 
forgiveness for sin by placing your faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.  You are given a choice to make? 
 
Through the gospel we understand that we don’t have to continue down the path of self-inflicted wounds.  You 
can be set free, made whole, and forgiven of all sin. 
 
The first step for all is to put your faith in Jesus as Lord and Savior.   Have you faithed into Jesus?  The next 
step is to follow Him in baptism.  Have you been baptized?  Then, connect with His church?  Are you 
connected to His church?  Find a place to faithfully serve the Lord in His church.  Are you serving in some 
capacity? 


