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Imagine that Jude is a seasoned coach. The churches to whom he is writing are the members of his team. The team is in a league with much stronger and more talented teams. Every week he must prepare his players for Saturday’s big game. The goal is not just to stay competitive; it’s to win.

This coach has a well-designed game plan. He knows that if his team follows the plan, they’ll have nothing to fear. There are two parts to his plan. During the first half of the week, he concentrates on the opposition. He wants his players to know what they’re up against, who the opposing players are, and how they’ve mastered their own game plan to devastate the smaller, weaker teams in the league – like his (vv. 3-16). 

He begins by showing his players the highlights of last week’s game. His team is viewing apostates in action. They see false teachers filled with deception and lies; they see others falling away from the faith and rejecting the truth. They see how the opposition is turning the gospel of God’s grace into a license to live as they please. This is no small matter, says the coach. That team was marked out for condemnation long ago. They’re now on the highway to hell, awaiting God’s terrifying judgment when Christ returns. There will be no mercy.

The next day the coach gives his players three quick reminders from the past. He wants their minds to be filled with powerful pictures of God’s coming judgment: “Remember the Israelites in the wilderness!” “Remember the angels that fell!” “Remember Sodom and Gomorrah!” In the end, he says, God will have the last word. Then the coach has his team run the same plays he knows the opposition will run against them. The first is “the way of Cain;” the second is “Balaam’s error;” the third is “the rebellion of Korah.” We’ve got to know how they operate, he says, if we’re going to stop their offensive game plan.

He devotes the next day to the more “clever plays” in their playbook. These are especially designed to be deceptive and create confusion for the defense. Look for six ways they will “tip their hand,” says this coach. (1) Look for the “blemishes” at your love feasts – people who participate in your fellowship, yet who continue to indulge in their immoral lifestyle. (2) Look for the “shepherds” who are only interested in feeding themselves. (3) Look for the “clouds without rain” – people who promise you everything but provide nothing of value. (4) Look for the “autumn trees without fruit and uprooted-twice dead” – people whose teaching never brings spiritual life or growth to anyone because they themselves are dead and useless. (5) Look for “wild waves of the sea,” foaming up their shameful deeds within the church. (6) Look for “wandering stars,” providing brief flashes of light which will soon vanish into eternal darkness.


Finally, the coach quotes from a book that’s well-known to his team. In 1 Enoch, he says, there is a prophecy of God’s coming judgment against all the ungodly, which is why it applies to the opposing team. When Christ returns, he says, they too will be condemned because of their blasphemous speech, their ungodly deeds, and their arrogant attitudes and greed. They’re not as intimidating as they look.

The second part of Jude’s plan, however, is the most important (vv. 17-23). He explains how we must respond to the opposition. The beauty of this plan lies in its simplicity. There are three basic things we must do: (1) Remember the apostolic warnings about false teachers (vv. 17-19); (2) Remain in God’s love (vv. 20-21); and (3) Reach out to those affected by the false teaching (vv. 22-23).

A. Remember the Apostolic Warnings (vv. 17-19): “But, dear friends, remember what the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ foretold. They said to you, ‘In the last times there will be scoffers who will follow their own ungodly desires. These are the men who divide you, who follow mere natural instincts and do not have the Spirit.” The word “remember” is the first imperative in Jude’s letter. It’s well placed, since we tend to forget what God has said, especially when false teachers might cause us to forget the truth of God’s Word. Here’s a sampling of these apostolic warnings:

*Paul’s warning to the Ephesian elders (Acts 20:29-30); “I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them.”
Paul’s warning to Timothy (1 Tim. 4:1-2): “The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been seared with a hot iron.” Paul’s later warning to Timothy (2 Tim. 4:3-4): “For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.” Peter’s warning to his readers (2 Peter 3:3): “Above all you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires.” John’s warning to his readers (1 John 2:18-19): “Dear children, this is the last hour; and as you have heard that antichrist is coming, even so many antichrists have come. This is how we know it is the last hour. They went out from us, but they did not really belong to us. For if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but their going showed that none of them belonged to us.” 

Jude wants us to be on our guard. We shouldn’t be surprised when people in our fellowship defect from the faith. We shouldn’t assume that because they have made a profession of faith, been baptized, and attended church regularly, that they are the “real deal.” Nor should we be surprised that some mock the truth they once professed, create divisions within the fellowship, and follow their own ungodly desires. After all, they “do not have the Spirit” (v. 19), which means “they do not belong to Christ” (Rom. 8:9).

B. Remain in God’s Love (vv. 20-21): “But you, dear friends, build yourselves up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit. Keep yourselves in God’s love as you wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring you to eternal life.”

The notes in our ESV Study Bible explain the way in which Jude originally wrote these verses. The only command is found at the beginning of verse 21: “Keep yourselves in God’s love . . .” The other three verbs are modifying participles, telling us how to do this; “by building yourselves up;” by “praying in the Holy Spirit;” and by “waiting for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

“Keeping” ourselves in God’s love means remaining in His love, which is the place of comfort, safety, security, and blessing. As one commentator has noted, “Jude may be thinking . . . of the words of Jesus’ command in John 15:9; ‘Now remain in my love’ (NIV, 2015). And this is especially appropriate because Jesus goes on in the next verse to note that it is by obeying his commands that we can remain in his love” (Douglas Moo). Yes, God “keeps” us (v. 2) but we must also “keep ourselves” in His love. Both truths are two sides of the same coin. In His sovereign grace, He preserves us, and because He does, we keep ourselves or remain in His love (Cf. Phil. 2:12-13).

The first way we do this is by “building ourselves up” in our “most holy faith.” This is “the faith” for which we must contend (v. 3). It’s the content of Christian beliefs “once for all entrusted to the saints.” The “building blocks” we use to build ourselves up in “the faith” are often referred to as the “means of grace:” (a) the preaching and teaching of God’s Word (Acts 20:32); (b) the Lord’s Supper (Acts 20:7); (c) the mutual encouragement and fellowship of the saints (Heb. 10:24-25); the prayers for one another (Eph. 6:18). It is astounding how many professing Christians in our day are not participating in the faith-building, Bible teaching ministry of a local church. This is fundamental to remaining in the safety and security of God’s love.

The second way to remain in God’s love is by “praying in the Holy Spirit” (one of the means of grace). Our charismatic friends believe that praying “in the Spirit,” means praying with the words that the Holy Spirit Himself provides (the so-called “heavenly prayer language” and “tongues”). But that’s reading something into Scripture that’s not here. To pray “in the Spirit” means to pray according to the leading (or inner promptings) of the Spirit. All praying should be praying that’s done “in the Spirit,” as confirmed in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians: “With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit . . .” (6:18a).

The third way we remain in God’s love is “by waiting for the mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ to bring us eternal life.” Our salvation from sin is the gift of God’s mercy; but so is our deliverance from this evil world. As we look beyond the chaos created by the false teachers to the ultimate expression of Christ’s mercy on the day He comes back, we live in light of God’s future deliverance. Given this perspective, “We can have confidence in our faithful God and Father that nothing will separate us from his love” (Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 10).

C. Reach Out to Those Affected by the False Teaching (vv. 22-23): “Be merciful to those who doubt; snatch others from the fire and save them; to others show mercy, mixed with fear – hating even the clothing stained by corrupted flesh!” As we can see, Jude focuses on three different kinds of people, with a different instruction for each one.





First, we must be merciful to those who doubt. These “doubters” were in the early stages of wavering in their commitment to the faith because of the false teachers. To be merciful is to be forbearing and compassionate, as opposed to being critical and judgmental. We ourselves have received God’s mercy (v. 2); we therefore are called to display a similar mercy to those who are wavering. One way to show them mercy is to pray for them.

Second, we are called to be more aggressive and direct with those who are close to accepting the teaching of the apostates. These are the ones “teetering on the brink of hell” (Moo). This kind of outreach involves snatching them “from the fire” and “saving” them – by leading them to faith in Christ. The saints at Bethel have a beautiful tract designed to help us get started: “The Light of The Gospel.” What would it take for us to put it to better use?

The third group Jude seems to have in view are those who have been caught up in the immorality of the false teachers. Their very clothing has been “stained by corrupted flesh.” They need mercy – mixed with fear (or caution) – “lest the faithful Christian be influenced for evil by the person he is trying to restore” (ESV Study Bible note). The point is that it’s possible for well-meaning saints to catch a disease that’s spread by this kind of false teaching. One final thought: “Hating the clothing by corrupted flesh” implies hating the sin – without hating the sinner. Our response should always be “mercy – mixed with fear.”

Conclusion

Without question, verses 17-23 are the most important verses in the letter of Jude. They spell out how we are to pursue the purpose for which it was written: “Contend for the faith, once for all entrusted to the saints.” Jude has given us a remarkably simple, clearcut and straightforward game plan. It’s as basic as learning the three “R’s” in our elementary school days: “Reading-writing-arithmetic.” Once those fundamentals were mastered, we were prepared to move forward in our schooling – and in life – with confidence.

The same holds true for “Contending for the Faith.” Master the three “R’s,” says Jude, and you can live in an age of apostasy with great confidence. (1) Remember how the apostles predicted that mockers would arise in the last days. They will infiltrate the church. They will live ungodly lives. They will be divisive. They will deceive others. So, let’s be on our guard!

(2) Remain in God’s love, by building ourselves up in the faith, by praying in the Spirit, and by waiting for the ultimate expression of Christ’s mercy when He returns. So, let’s utilize the means of grace as much as possible. Let’s keep the Lord’s Day sacred. Let’s live in light of our future deliverance. And let’s encourage others to do the same!

(3) Reach out to those affected by the false teaching. So, let’s be merciful to those who are doubting. Let’s show them compassion and gently lead them away from the influence of false teachers. Let’s be direct with those teetering on the brink of hell. Let’s snatch them from the fire and save them – by leading them to the Savior. And let’s be merciful but cautious with those who have been captured by false doctrine. Let’s be careful not to be trapped ourselves!

It’s never too early to begin contending for the faith; so, let’s put this basic, well-designed game plan to good use! Let’s start today!
