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Quit Quarrelling 
Readings: Isaiah 50:4-9; 2Timothy 2:14-26; Matthew 9:35-38 

 
Any parent knows there are times, often on a long family car trip when you have 

to say, hopefully in a loud, firm voice rather than shouting, stop squabbling! 
Sadly, there are also times as pastor when you have the same feeling, and you 

want to say stop squabbling, quit quarrelling or, if we are feeling particularly alliterative, 
allay arguing. 

Paul certainly understood this and you can feel it in 2 Timothy 2, as there are 4 
references to quarrelling.  The Church is to “avoid wrangling over words” (v14), “Avoid 
profane or Godless chatter” (v16), “Have nothing to do with stupid and senseless 
controversies; you know that they breed quarrels (v 23), and “the Lord’s servant must 
not be quarrelsome” (v24) You can almost feel Paul’s headache coming on as he 
considers the quarrels and pointless arguments that he knows are going on in Ephesus 
and the damage it is causing. 

Paul wants Timothy be a leader which will help the Church from this trap which 
has ensnared so many Churches and Christians and I want no argument, we need to 
pay attention to what he has to say. 

A WORKMAN APPROVED (14-19) – TEACH JESUS 

Paul aware of the dangers of arguing, uses a series of images to equip Timothy 
to not fall into such a snare. 

The first image is “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved by 
[God], a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly explaining the word of truth.”  
(2 Timothy 2:15, NRSV). 

Anyone who has ever done any building work, renovations and so on 
understands the idea of an approved workman, you want to find someone who will do 
the work well and has been approved of by some other person or by a professional 
body.  Yet here Timothy is to seek to be approved of by God, to get his seal of approval. 

Paul’s point is to encourage Timothy to behave in a way that will not make him 
ashamed when he stands before God.  Particularly Paul has in mind Timothy’s teaching 
ministry, he is to correctly handle the word of truth. 

Paul from the beginning of the chapter has been encouraging Timothy to stay 
focused on the gospel, the grace that is in Christ Jesus.  In another series of images, he 
is to be like a soldier, or an athlete (not an image I warm too) or a farmer, those who 
stay focused on the task at hand.  That task teach Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, a 
descendant of David, or to put it another way the Jesus of the Bible.  The Jesus who is 
the fulfilment of the Old Testament promises and that we see in the Gospels, that and 
no other Jesus should we focus on because in him there is salvation and he will not 
deny us. 

This is what Timothy is to stay focused on and work hard at like a soldier, athlete 
or farmer and in doing so he will be an approved worker.  This message is the word of 
truth that Timothy is to rightly explain (see Ephesians 1:13; Colossians 1:5).  This idea 
of rightly explain or “correctly handle” has the idea of cutting correctly, and is used in 
Proverbs to speak of making a straight path.  I take it to mean that Paul wants Timothy 
to plainly and clearly keep leading people to Jesus, the Jesus raised from the dead, 
descended from David.  If Timothy does this to the best of his ability, he not only will be 
a workman approved by God but will also stop lots of squabbles. 
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A Negative Example (16-18) 
Paul gives a negative example of teachers who have not done this who rather 

have become marked by profane chatter (v15) or as another translation put it “irreverent 
babble” (ESV).  We don’t know exactly what the couple who are named and shamed 
were teaching but it had something to do with saying the resurrection had already taken 
place.  Perhaps in teaching this they were moving the focus of Jesus and his 
resurrection and our future hope in him to current spiritual experience.  More likely, 
given what Paul is going to saying about holy living, they the were saying that as they 
had already been resurrected then it didn’t matter how we now lived.  We may not know 
exactly what they taught but we can see the consequence as Paul compares it to 
gangrene.  We are fortunate that live in a time and place that does not live in fear of 
gangrene and its consequences.  It is a terrible disease which causes that which was 
once healthy to become useless and have to be cut off unless it kill the whole.  That is 
what teaching not focused on Jesus does to a Christian community, deadens and 
divides. 

Such teaching and lifestyle is certainly a wandering from the truth.  While this 
teaching which sounds strange to us, is no longer with us, there are plenty of other 
teachings which move Jesus from his central place and destroy the faith of some and 
lead to quarrels in the church.  The remedy is to keep preaching the clear truths of 
Jesus as plainly and as straightforwardly as possible which will look to relying on God’s 
grace but also turning from wickedness which leads us to our second image. 

A HOLY VESSEL (20-21) – BE AVAILABLE FOR JESUS 

Paul in a number of his letters uses the metaphor of vessels, household utensils.  
Paul’s imagery here gets a little mixed perhaps even confused but his basic idea is very 
clear.   I suspect that in your house you will have variety of different mugs, some will be 
your favourites, and others you won’t use very often.  In fact, some you mugs you may 
not want to use at all because you store used tea bags in them, or they have your tooth 
brushes in, or maybe one has been left with just a bit of milk in the bottom on a 
bookshelf and a new life form is evolving in the bottom of it.  Paul now wants us to 
imagine that we are the mug and if we want to be one of the favourite mugs and be 
drunk from, Paul’s noble purpose, then we need to make sure that we don’t have used 
tea bags, tooth brushes or mould in us.  We have to set ourselves apart to be drunk 
from, or any other useful thing that the Master may want to use us for. 

That is we are to set ourselves apart to be useful mugs for Jesus, to be available 
for him.  Paul says this will mean being cleansed from ignoble things, which I take to 
mean false teaching as well as immoral practices.   

What kind of mug are you?  What do you need to do to make yourself available 
to be used?  The whole idea is helpful for us.  Mugs are there to be of use, which 
reminds us that we are there to be of service rather than for our own benefit.  Thinking 
this through will mean not looking to our own needs, our desires but what Jesus, the 
owner of the house wants and being available for service. 

Once again the application with quarrelling is clear.  All too often quarrels are 
about what we want and are focused on us and not focused on being prepared to serve 
God and each other.  If we are serving and ready for service, we are less like to be 
quarrelling, and if we are we really are mugs. 

THE LORD’S SERVANT (22-26) – BE LIKE JESUS 

Timothy then is to be an approved workman, clearly teaching about Jesus, a holy 
vessel available to be used by Jesus, lastly he is to be the Lord’s servant. 

As the Lord’s servant he is to shun or flee and pursue, it is worth noting before 
we see what he is to flee and what he is to pursue that these are very active, vigorous 
words, that imply effort, strenuous effort. 
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Timothy is famously to flee the evil desires or lusts of youth.  I used to think I 
understood what that meant, it’s pretty obvious isn’t it.  But as I get older I discover that 
the evil lusts of middle age seem to be the same.  Perhaps Paul is talking about 
something else, especially as the context seems to be about arguing and teaching.  
Paul seems to have in mind not libido but bravado, that desire to show that you are 
right, a love of arguing for arguing’s sake and the arrogance of youth, like the poster I 
once saw “Hire a teenager while they still know everything.” 

Timothy is not to act that way in fact he is to flee it, rather he is to pursue 
righteousness, faith, love, peace and purity.   It is hard not to see this as a description of 
Jesus, he is to aim to act like Christ. 

George Bernard Shaw wrote “The test of a man or woman’s breeding is how they 
behave in a quarrel.”   A great test of our Christian character is how we behave in a 
quarrel, especially if the others seem so unreasonable and sometimes downright nasty. 

Yet Timothy is to be like Christ, to kindly teach in the hope and prayer that God 
will turn the hearts of those who have wandered from the truth.  

QUARRELLING AND THE DEVIL. (26) 

In the final verse of chapter 2 we get the clearest reason to avoid quarrelling, for 
it can be the trap of the devil leading people to do his will, that is leading people away 
from Christ. 

We need to take a moment to realise 
that the church has not been really good at 
following this advice.  This week’s cartoon 
about ladies fighting in church over their 
favourite hymn book is funny only because we 
all recognise the truth of the situation. Think 
about some of the quarrels you have known in 
churches, or even perhaps to your shame you 
have been involved in.  Has the church ever 
benefited from those quarrels, have people 
been strengthened in the faith through them?  I 
suspect not.  The effect has all to  

These are some of the subjects of 
quarrels that have occurred in churches that I have been part of in no particular order: 
wearing or not wearing of robes, placement of pews, using the pulpit, use of guitars in 
service, only singing old songs, not using the old songs anymore, teenagers collecting 
offertory, style of morning tea, location of morning tea, appropriateness of candles, 
clapping of hands; and to go theological for a moment, did Jesus have the measles, the 
wearing of hats in services, and timing of Christ’s return. 

This list would be funny if it wasn’t so sad, and in all of them the church was 
damaged and people’s faith overturned, and all over what in the cold light of hindsight 
Paul would no doubt call foolish and stupid arguments.  The history of this Cathedral is 
particularly salutatory with I think 4 major splits between 1981 and 1992 leaving the 
church diminished and powerless. No wonder Paul sees the hand of the devil behind 
quarrelling in the church. 

This means we should not just live with quarrelling in our midst we need to look 
to the model given here.  First we must keep our priorities right.  First and foremost, as a 
church we are not about a particular style of worship or liturgy we are about clearly and 
plainly teaching Jesus and the meaning of his life, death and resurrection.  That is 
ultimately what God will judge us on.  We are about proclaiming Jesus, all else is 
secondary. 

Secondly our aim is not to please ourselves but to look to please Jesus, to be 
useful mugs.  If we look to him, and seek to please him then so many of the things that 
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we as Christians can argue about will be seen for the foolishness that they are, and we 
may realise that we also are being foolish. 

Lastly, Paul recognises that there will be times when it is necessary to disagree, 
but he seems to have in mind not issues of church order but the central issues of the 
faith, who Jesus is, what he has done, what he will do and how we are to respond.   
When we do have to disagree we are to do so in a way that reflects the character of our 
Lord and master.  This will also mean not victory over those with whom we disagree but 
restoration of relationship in serving God together. 

A squabbling and quarrelling church is in a dangerous place and we need to 
keep reminding each other to look to Jesus, our truth, our master and our model. 


