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“The Call for Spiritual Loyalty” 
2 Timothy 1:15-18 

 
Idea:  Believers must stand tall, suffer, and keep the faith with one another. 
 
Intro:  In the ancient fable of “The Two Travelers and the Bear,” two men walking down a road in the forest 
encounter a fearsome and massive bear.  One traveler, in great fear, shimmied high into a tree, giving no 
thought to his friend.  The other traveler, with no chance to go anywhere, remembered that bears often lose 
interest in the dead, and so he fell to the ground, feigning death.  The bear came alongside and nuzzled and 
sniffed at his face and ears.  Thinking the man to be dead, the beast wandered away.  When the bear was long 
gone, the man up in the tree climbed down and asked his friend what the bear had whispered to him, “Because,” 
he said, “I noticed that his mouth was long at your ear.”  The other man said, as he stood dusting himself off, “It 
is no secret what he told me.  What he said was that I should be careful about keeping company with those who, 
when danger arises, leave their friends in the lurch!” 
 
Every one of us, on some level, have known and experienced the terrible hurt produced by betrayal.  You know 
what it feels like for your good friend to act like you don’t exist while in the company of certain others.  You 
know the pain of being stabbed in the back by someone you loved and trusted.  And you know the sorrow of 
abandonment when your friends chose not to help you in your time of need.  They chose themselves, their own 
personal benefit and reputation, over you.  Rather than remaining loyal to you, they were loyal only to 
themselves. 
 
Where are the loyal people today?  I believe we are living in an age of disloyalty.  In earlier generations, 
employees would spend their entire careers with one company.  Today, that is rarely seen.  Today, employees 
routinely jump from company to company.  In wasn’t too long ago, that neighbors and communities rallied to 
the side of anyone who had a need.  Today, many don’t even know their neighbors and those in their 
community, much less come to their aid.  We live in a hypercritical culture, and as such, we are quick to 
distance ourselves from anyone facing criticism.  Why is that?  The answer is self-centeredness.  When 
difficulties arise and challenges come, our natural and default response is self-preservation.  We see this in the 
disciples after Jesus was arrested and put on trial.  They all deserted and denied Jesus.  They feared facing the 
same fate as the Lord.  
 
“To have no loyalty is to have no dignity and in the end no manhood.” – Peter Taylor Forsyth 
 
Aren’t you grateful that Jesus remained loyal even while His followers were disloyal?  He was selfless when 
every one else was self-centered. 



Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends. – John 15:13 
 
I think the fable of The Two Travelers and the Bear would have evoked a knowing smile from the Apostle Paul 
because his fair-weather friends had abandoned him too.  He knew the hurt and heartache of abandonment, yet 
he also recognized the beauty of loyalty because he had experienced it too.  In the final four verses of chapter 
one, Paul continues his appeal for Timothy to not be ashamed of the message or the messenger.  And in doing 
so, he holds up the loyalty of a Christian brother as a shining example of spiritual loyalty. 
  
Read 2 Timothy 1:15-18. 
 
Inquiry:  These verses teach us that believers must stand tall, suffer, and keep the faith with one another.  The 
connection of these verses with the preceding passage is clear.  Paul provides negative and positive examples in 
order to reinforce his exhortation to Timothy to be unashamed.  He contrasts two groups and experiences.  The 
first group and experience involves: 
 
1.  Deflating Desertion 
 

Paul is the author of thirteen of the twenty-seven New Testament books.  He was an incredible 
theologian and scholar.  If you knew nothing personal of the apostle and only had his theological 
writings, you might be led to think he was an ivory tower intellectual with multiple PhDs and no time 
for people.  But this is not the picture at all that the New Testament paints of him.  In fact in his most 
theological letter (Romans), Paul’s salutation mentions thirty-three people.  Twenty-four of the people 
lived in Rome, a city at that time Paul had never visited.  He had met those people throughout his 
journeys, and he had kept up with their geographic and spiritual travels.  He prayed for his friends 
regularly.  He was deeply concerned for them.  Their ups and downs were his ups and downs as he 
shares in 2 Corinthians 11:28-29, “…there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the 
churches.  Who is weak, and I am not weak?  Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant? 
Paul was a lover of people and a great friend.  He was highly relational.  In this final letter, however, he 
expressed to Timothy his loneliness.  Paul was in his second Roman imprisonment.  In his first, he was 
under house arrest.  Visitors could easily come and go as they pleased.  Now, he is secluded in a 
dungeon and only Luke was with him (4:11). 
 
Paul’s physical situation was bleak, but his abandonment by friends made it unbearable.  He laments to 
Timothy that all his Asian brothers and sisters had deserted him.  Asia was a Roman province that 
encompassed much of modern-day Western Turkey, and Ephesus was the capital city of Asia.  Paul had 
been deserted by a substantial group of people.  The departures were so staggering that it felt as if 
everyone had “turned away.”  This strong exaggeration is characteristic of the depression Paul was 
experiencing. 
 
Two men are named, Phygelus and Hermogenes.  We know nothing else about these two men because 
they are not mentioned anywhere else in the New Testament.  It is highly probable that they were 
leaders of a particular group within the Ephesian church.  Whoever they were, they obviously 
disappointed Paul as they most likely led this desertion of Paul. 
 
This desertion evidently refers to a specific event, though we do not know for sure what it was.  Most 
think it was Paul’s arrest and conviction.  The Roman courts would never have prosecuted Paul on a 
purely religious accusation.  He would have been held on a political charge, such as sedition or 
endangering the peace.  Nothing less would have made him a prisoner of the state.   
 
Proverbs 17:17 says, “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity.”  Adversity 
separates the chaff of surface friendship from the substance of real friendship.  This truth had become 



apparent through Paul’s difficulties.  Clarence Macartney provides an illustration of this in his book The 
Women of Tekoah and Other Sermons on Bible Characters. 
 

“As the Shadow once said to the Body: ‘Who is a friend like me?  I follow you where you go.  In 
sunlight or moonlight I never forsake you.’  ‘True,’ said the Body.  ‘You go with me in sunlight and 
moonlight.  But where are you when neither the sun nor the moon shines upon me?’” 

 
Neither the sun nor the moon was shining on Paul, and the shadow of his friends had left him too.  There 
is no doubt that desertion and abandonment is deflating.  It can lead to depression and a host of other 
emotions.  There is also no doubt that being in relationship with others mean at some point you will 
experience desertion by those you hoped would stand by your side.  There is only one person who will 
never leave or forsake you (Heb 13:5), and His name is Jesus.  The challenge for us as believers is to 
emulate the loyalty of our Lord as we stand tall, suffer with, and keep the faith alongside our brothers 
and sisters. 
 
This brings us to the second experience Paul mentions. 

 
2.  Refreshing Reliability 
 
 Read verses 16-18. 
 

When it seemed that everyone was running away from Paul, Onesiphorus was running toward him.  
Apparently, it was difficult to find the location of Paul’s prison.  Several factors probably played a role.  
First, Onesiphorus most likely had never been in Rome before.  Second, Emperor Nero had burned a 
good portion of the city.  Third, the Romans were keeping the location of Paul’s imprisonment from 
Christians.  And fourth, believers in Rome had been reduced in numbers due to persecution and flight, 
and those who remained for security reasons were not eager to reveal to a stranger that they had any 
relationship with Paul. 
 
In spite of this, Onesiphorus searched earnestly for Paul through the serpentine passages of Rome, 
knocking on doors, asking in his provincial accent about Paul.  Doors slammed shut, disapproving eyes 
watched as he continued his search, but he refused to give up.  He was asking dangerous questions.  The 
lesser devoted would have made no search at all.  Others would have cooled their consciences with 
minimal effort – “He simply couldn’t be found!” but not this man.  Imagine the potent joy that jolted 
Paul when in came his old friend bearing supplies. 
 
Onesiphorus visited not just once.  He came again and again.  “He often refreshed me,” said Paul.  The 
phrase conjures up the idea that the presence of his friend provided a special tonic.  He brought needed 
physical supplies, but the greater provision was his friendship.  He was there for Paul in his valley of the 
shadow.  He was there in his time of despair.  He was there with him in the midst of trouble and 
heartache.  Onesiphorus stood by Paul when others were walking away.  He wasn’t worried about the 
opinion of others.  He wasn’t concerned about his reputation.  He wasn’t concerned about the cost to 
him personally.  He was concerned about his friend.  He was there to serve, love, and uphold a man who 
had stood by him.   
 
Into the midst of the deflating desertion and Paul’s depression, Onesiphorus was a refreshing breeze…a 
cool drink on a hot day.  Is it any wonder then, why Paul blessed him in verse 16 and 17?  Onesiphorus 
was a refreshing believer.  This was the practice of his life, for this is how he blessed the church in 
Ephesus (vs. 18). 

 
Conclusion:  Onesiphorus was loyal to Paul.  He stood with his friend.  He was loyal because Jesus was first 
loyal to him.  The gospel had transformed the man’s life.  He had been raised from death to life.  Old things had 



passed away, and behold, new things had come (2 Cor 5:17).  Therefore, he was not ashamed of the testimony 
of the gospel message or of the gospel preacher.  Onesiphorus spent himself in service of others.  He understood 
Jesus’ words that when he served others; he was serving Christ (Matt 25:36-40). 
 
This selflessness is rare.  When the circumstantial bear comes roaring, do you flee to the trees and abandon 
those who might be in danger around you?  Or is your first thought to serve, protect, and help others.  Paul 
issues a call for spiritual loyalty to Timothy.  He calls him to model the ministry of Onesiphorus who stood tall, 
suffered with, and kept the faith with Paul when others walked away. 
 
The great news today is that we have a Savior who is ever loyal to us.  On the mountain and in the valley, Jesus 
is there.  He is an ever-present help in our trouble (Ps 46:1).  He will never leave nor forsake His children.  
Today, if you have been born again, this assurance is for you.  If you have not faithed into Jesus and been born 
again, this assurance can be yours today.  The Bible says that all who call upon the name of the Lord will be 
saved (Rom 10:13). 


