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There are some things in life we cannot put off; sooner or later we must get them done. Filing those tax returns comes to mind, as does fixing a leaking roof, or taking care of the “check engine” light when it comes on, or seeing a doctor when those chest pains don’t go away. Those problems become more serious the longer we wait.

That’s why Jude wrote the letter that he never intended to write. His initial plan was to write about the salvation which all Christians share. Perhaps he would have expounded such themes as the holiness of God, the sinfulness of man, the redemptive work of Christ, the need for repentant faith, and the changed life that follows the new birth. 

But something happened which compelled him to change the thrust of his message. Somehow, he learned about a growing problem in a specific local church, or in a group of churches. It had to be addressed. The truths which he was “very eager” to expound were under attack. An infectious group of insidious false teachers had infiltrated the Christian community. As a result, Jude “felt the necessity” to urge his readers “to contend earnestly for the faith,” (NASB), or “to join the struggle in defense of the faith” (NEB).

We are grateful that he did. In the words of MacArthur, “Jude’s letter is a survival manual for Christians living in times of apostasy. This often-neglected book clearly sets forth the character of apostasy and apostate people. No other book gives Christians such a clear picture of how God wants them to live when they find themselves in the midst of widespread apostasy” (Beware the Pretenders).

Jude begins to prepare his reads for battle in the verses before us today (vv. 3-4). First, he issues his “call to arms” (v. 3), then he reveals the nature of the enemy (v. 4). Apostates don’t announce themselves as “apostates” when they enter a church; Jude says they “crept in unnoticed” (ESV). They began by acting like Christians, but they were operating subversively. The results were devastating. They turned the grace of God into a license for immorality, and by so doing they disowned Jesus Christ, our only Sovereign and Lord. In reality, they were “ungodly people,” wolves dressed up in sheep’s clothing.

A. The Call to Arms (v. 3): “Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.” Jude’s pastoral affection for his readers is evidenced by how he refers to them; they are his “friends” (lit. “beloved”). His reference to the “salvation we share” puts them on the same footing as him – even though Mary and Joseph were his parents, and James and Jesus were his brothers (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3). 

His urgent appeal implies a strenuous effort, as is reflected in the NASB, “contend earnestly for the faith.” This same word was applied to athletic contests and is translated “competes” in 1 Corinthians 9:25; “Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training” (NIV, 2015). Such a disciplined endeavor involves both a mental effort to understand the Word (2 Tim. 2:15) and a moral effort to apply that understanding to everyday life (2 Tim. 3:16-17). This is a never-ending battle, as reflected by the verb tense Jude uses, (“Keep on contending for the faith”). 

The “faith” for which we must contend is the content of Christian truth that took on a definite form in the early church (Cf. Acts 2:42; “they were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching;” Rom. 6:17; “You became obedient from the heart to that form of teaching;” Gal. 1:13, “He who once persecuted the church is now preaching the faith which he once tried to destroy”). “Without doubt,” writes one author, the form of “the faith” as a body of recognized truth became clearer as time passed” (Edwin Blume, Jude). Today, “the faith” which we must defend is embodied in the 66 books of the Bible.

Jude stresses that this “faith” was entrusted to the “saints” (i.e., Christians; who are called, loved, and kept; v. 2), “once for all” (underscoring the finality of God’s revealed truth). The implications of this verse are well summarized in our ESV Study Bible notes: 

“. . . by the time that Jude wrote his letter, “the faith” had already been fixed and established in the apostolic teaching of the early church, and therefore could not be changed, but was under attack and in need of defense. Although the New Testament documents had not yet been collected into a complete canon of Scripture, by this time the foundational NT teachings were circulated in oral form through the apostolic churches … A further implication of this verse is that, after the writings authorized by the apostles were included in the NT canon, nothing more could ever be added to Scripture, since the content of the faith had been delivered “once for all.” This is at odds with the teachings of other religions such as Mormonism and Islam, which hold that the NT writings existing today contain corrupted teachings, and that additional authoritative teachings came from God later (e.g. the Book of Mormon or the Qur’an, both of which contradict the NT at many points.) This conclusion also differs from the Roman Catholic view that official church tradition (in addition to Scripture) also has absolute divine authority. Since the letter of Jude was included in the NT canon, his letter must also have received early apostolic endorsement for inclusion, and everything in Jude’s letter is in complete accord with apostolic teaching and writings of the early church and with “the faith once for all delivered to the saints.” 

B. The Reason for the Call to Arms (v. 4): “For certain men whose condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you. They are ungodly people, who change (pervert) the grace of God into a license for immorality and deny (disown) Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord.” In explaining the reason that he felt compelled to change the thrust of his message, Jude wastes no time in identifying the enemy:

1. Apostates are deceitful. They don’t walk into a church with the letter “A” (for apostate) stenciled on their foreheads. In Jude’s day, they “secretly slipped in” (NIV), or “crept in unnoticed” (ESV), or “wormed their way in” (NEB). Their modus operandi hasn’t changed. Their goal is to quietly infiltrate the church, then weaken and destroy its life and mission. Wiersbe calls them “Satan’s undercover agents.”

Jesus warned about apostates in his Sermon on the Mount: “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them” (Mt. 7:15-16a). Paul warned the Ephesian elders of the same danger: “I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from among your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:29). Peter said the same to his readers: “There will be false teachers among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Sovereign Lord who bought them – bringing swift destruction on themselves. Many will follow their shameful ways and will bring the way of truth into disrepute. In their greed these teachers will exploit you with stories they have made up” (2 Peter 2:1-2). By Jude’s time, only a few years later, these ferocious, savage wolves had secretly slipped into the church.

2. Apostates are doomed. Jude says their “condemnation was written about long ago,” or “were before of old ordained to this condemnation” (KJV). Examples include the prophecy of Enoch, seven generations from Adam (vv. 14-15), and many Old Testament prophets who condemned the false prophets of their day, most notably in Isaiah and Jeremiah. No apostate can ever plead ignorance on Judgment Day. The Lord predicted their condemnation long before they even existed.

3. Apostates are “ungodly people.” The word “ungodly” literally means “impious,” which means that they have no reverence for God. John MacArthur explains: “These people talk about God, and may use pious words, but their hearts are far from Him. They may be in a church and claim to minister in the name of Jesus Christ, but they do not truly know Him. Like Simon Magnus (Acts 8), they are in the church for what they can get out of it” (Beware The Pretenders).

4. Apostates distort God’s Word to defend their false teachings. In Jude’s day, they “changed (twisted and perverted) God’s grace” (His free forgiveness of sins) into “a license for immorality.” Like many today, they believed that God’s grace is wide enough to cover any sin; therefore, we can behave any way we like. What’s worse, they practiced what they preached. They were boastful (v. 16), selfish (v. 12), scornful of authority (vv. 8-10), greedy (v. 12), and sexually immoral (v. 8).

5. Apostates “deny Jesus Christ, our only Sovereign and Lord.” Jude doesn’t tell us exactly how they denied Christ. Many apostates deny Him by teaching a Christology that rejects either His full humanity or His full deity (doctrinal apostasy). However, in this context, it’s evident that the apostates denied Christ by living a life that ran counter to His commands. They disowned the Savior by their ungodly way of life (moral apostasy).

Conclusion

Today’s apostates come in various shapes, sizes, and colors. For the most part, they are well-groomed men and good-looking women. They are black, and they are white. They are older, and they are younger. They are educated, and they are not-so-educated. They are native born, and they are foreign born. They are in mega-churches, and they are in mini-churches. But they all have one thing in common. They distort, twist, and pervert the Scriptures to promote their own interests and agendas. In the process, they mislead the unsuspecting and often “milk” the flock for all their worth.

How do so many false teachers get into our churches today? That’s an easy question to answer. The “spiritual leaders” have grown complacent and careless in shepherding the flock. As a result, the sheep are left unguarded and unprotected. Many of them have gone to sleep in the pasture. They are not feeding on the truths of God’s Word and have become easy prey for the wolves and (wolverines) dressed up in sheep’s clothing.

As counterfeits, they give the impression that they believe the fundamentals of the faith. They use our vocabulary, but they have their own dictionary. They talk about “the gospel,” “salvation,” “inspiration,” “grace,” and the other great words of the Christian faith, but they don’t mean what we mean. When untaught, unsuspecting members of the flock hear these “dynamic” preachers and read their “inspirational” books, they think these people must be sound in the faith; but they are not.

That’s the reason Jude issues his call to arms: “Contend earnestly for the faith.” He is sounding the trumpet to wake us up! Our Savior and His apostles all warned that false teachers would arise, and Jude confirms that they have. Many of those churches did not heed these warnings. Sadly, many churches are not heeding them today. 

It’s time for committed Christians to “join the struggle in defense of the faith” (NEB). More than ever before, we need to take off the kid leather gloves and “fight the good fight of the faith” (1 Tim. 6:12). False teachers promote deadly poison, and they must be identified, labeled, and avoided at all costs. We must have the spiritual backbone to take our stand for “the faith” – even if our stand offends some and upsets others. Apostates are not personal enemies, but rather enemies of the Lord Jesus Christ. What is at stake is His honor and glory, and the truths of His Word!

“Stand up! Stand up for Jesus,
Ye soldiers of the cross!
Lift high His royal banner,
It must not suffer loss.
From victory unto victory
His army He shall lead.
Till every foe is vanquished
And Christ is Lord indeed.
(George Duffield, Jr. 1858)



