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Grace, mercy and peace to you from God, our Father, and our Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen 

In the movie U-571, now over 20 years old, which makes me feel old, Matthew 

McConaughey, who was 20 years younger, a much younger Matthew McConaughey, plays a 

Lieutenant Tyler, a first mate in the Navy in World War II. The beginning of the movie, he gets 

passed over for command of his own ship as captain. When he asks his own captain why he got 

passed over and didn't have his recommendation, his captain says, it's because he's too close to 

the men. Tyler says, of course I'm close to them. I would die for my men. Tyler's captain says, 

that's the problem. As captain, he doesn't need to die for his men. He needs to be able to have his 

men die for him. He needs to be able to send his men to their own deaths, if necessary.  

Later through a series of adventures that you'll just have to watch on your own, very, 

very, very loosely inspired by some true events, but not actually any true events themselves, 

Tyler is the leader of a team that captures a German sub. They're trying to get the German 

enigma decoder. After capturing that German sub, a German destroyer tries to, well, destroy 

them. Like destroyers do. Keep them from getting their hands on the enigma machine to break 

the German secret code. At the height of the action, the stolen ship blasts torpedo and their bay 

malfunctions. 

Part of the sub has taken on water. The engines are barely working. They are a sitting 

duck for this destroyer. McConaughey, Tyler, Lieutenant Tyler orders one of his timid young 

men, Trigger, to dive into the water that's taken on in the ship with a breathing tube and prime 

the valves so they can fire that last torpedo. 

The young man tries to do so with the breathing tube, but it's just not long enough. He 

just can't quite reach the valves. He comes back to Tyler and he says, I can't do it, Commander. I 

can't do it. The tube isn't long enough. Tyler orders the young man in that moment to go back to 

the torpedo room and prime the torpedo, even if he has to leave the breathing tube to do so. 

Otherwise they're all dead.  

So this young man, Trigger, he goes back down to the torpedo room and he lets go of the 

breathing tube. Just as he's getting close to the valve, an explosion rocks the ship. His foot is 

trapped. His first instinct is to reach back for the breathing tube. He's got to get back to the 

source of life, but he quickly discovers he's so stuck, he cannot reach back to the breathing tube, 

and so he is searching, struggling, yearning, trying to reach the life that is the breathing tube, and 

finally turning away from life. 



He turns from the breathing tube and turns back to the panel and is able to see that he can 

reach the last valve if he really stretches. He stretches and in his last gasp of breath, pulls the 

valve, hits the primer and the sub is able to launch its torpedo and destroy the destroyer. Trigger 

dies but the stolen sub crew with its enigma machine is rescued by the allies and the tide of the 

naval war in the Atlantic has turned. 

Now those are the loosely inspired parts. The enigma decoder machine in the possession 

of the allies would save thousands of allied naval personnel. One good soldier obeying the orders 

of his commander saves the lives of many. Now, you're probably thinking, yes, yes, we got it. 

We know the story. Who do we all think I'm talking about today? 

[The congregation answers] Jesus.  

Jesus, that's right. Jesus is always the answer. Jesus gave up his life to save the lives of 

many, but that's not actually what I had in mind. For once the Sunday school answer is not 

correct. Can you believe that? The person I have in mind this morning is actually the Apostle 

Paul. The Apostle Paul writing our epistle reading from this morning is the good soldier that I 

have in mind. 

Our text is that epistle reading, second Timothy chapter two versus one through 13. The 

theme for today is that the word of God is unbound. It is unbound because of Christ and it is 

unbound for the sake of others. The word of God unbound because of Christ for others.  

Here in our reading, St. Paul is in chains. He is in prison in Rome, bound in chains, 

awaiting trial, awaiting his execution by beheading. His head would be decapa from his taded, as 

Michael Scott would say. This epistle, which epistle is just a fancy word for letter, is a letter 

from St. Paul to his disciple, Timothy. It might be one of the last things that St. Paul ever wrote 

in this life. Certainly was one of the last letters that St. Paul wrote that we have in our bibles. So 

here we have St. Paul. He is bound. He is bound for the sake of Christ and he is bound for others. 

Paul, as he writes about here in this letter, is a dutiful soldier, the obedient soldier. He is bound 

for the sake of his commander, Jesus, his Lord. As Paul points out here, soldiers have a job to do. 

A soldier submits to his commander's orders. A soldier listens to his commander. A soldier 

follows the orders even to his own death because sometimes the commander has to give the order 

for the soldier to die for the sake of others. We saw that in the opening story of Tyler and 

doubtlessly so many true examples of that in actual warfare. He saved the rest of the crew and it 

had a higher purpose beyond that.  

St. Paul is the dutiful soldier and servant of Christ. I find it incredibly interesting and just 

wonderful that in the classic stained glass window depictions of the apostles each one typically 

has a pose or something that they have with them. 

If you see a palm branch, that typically means they're a martyr, and that would be all of 

them, except for John, dying for their faith. St. Paul almost always has a sword, in those classic 



icon depictions in stained glass windows. A sword! Which, Rachell, I need a sword. She doesn't 

think that I need a sword, but I need a sword for my office because who doesn't need a sword? 

Paul has a sword. If St. Paul has a sword, I need a sword. The sword of the spirit, the power of 

God's word, like a double edged sword, cutting straight to the heart. It's not exactly something 

you expect, a peaceful disciple of Jesus to be holding, but Paul truly is a soldier for Christ. He is 

depicted that way and he depicts himself that way. 

Does Paul want to be bound? Can't imagine that he does. He talks about the pain that he 

is in throughout many of his letters. Talks about the suffering he goes through in Acts, but it has 

a higher purpose. He rejoices in his chains. Can you believe that? He rejoices in his suffering 

because he knows it has a higher calling than just him. Paul willingly endures what I would 

never want to have to endure, the suffering and torture for Christ. He does so willingly and 

joyfully. It should be a wakeup call to me. Maybe I should be so willing to suffer and be tortured 

for Christ? Paul is bound here in Second Timothy. You might even say Paul has been defeated. 

Here at the end of decades of ministry trying to reach the lost Paul is finally lost. No 

more miraculous escapes are coming. He's had many. If you read the book of Acts or some of his 

letters, the stories that he tells, he was saved from riots. He was saved from execution attempts. 

He was put on trial for his life numerous times. He was lowered from a city wall in the middle of 

the night in a basket by a rope so that he could escape at one point. He survived shipwrecks and 

torture. He has endured it all, but now it's the end of the line. Paul is bound writing this letter to 

be soon declared guilty in his trial and executed, beheaded.  

St. Paul was bound, but in being bound, really, being bound again and again and again 

throughout his life the man constantly in prison, Paul reached maybe more people than anyone 

else ever has with the gospel. Because Paul was bound we have letters. The most prolific writer 

of the New Testament, from Paul, because he just was stuck and all he could do was write letters 

to people. Inspired by the Holy Spirit to be our scriptures, to give us words of life, words that 

deliver us the gospel truth, Paul being bound because of Christ was in service to others. It was in 

service to us sitting here right now, 2000 years, still reading his words of truth.  

But while Paul is bound, God's word is not bound. That's where we make our turn to 

Jesus this morning. Jesus took on self bondage. In taking on human flesh the son of God, 

himself, bound himself to this world. That in and of itself is pretty incredible. It's an example for 

us and it's beyond our comprehension, that the almighty, eternal God would make himself finite 

here on Earth. That God would willingly bind himself like that. But it didn't stop there. God 

binding himself to the world he could have still exercised complete control and authority and 

ruled over this world in his self binding but instead he takes it even further. He comes in humility 

and service, binding himself through this and proclaiming the kingdom of God, proclaiming that 

he was the Messiah sent to save his people from their sins. In claiming this and backing it up, 

Jesus was betrayed and bound by the soldiers of the Sanhedrin and the Romans. He was put on 

trial, he was executed, nailed to a cross and he died. Spear piercing him in the side to confirm 



that the life had gone out of him. He was laid in a nearby tomb and that tomb was sealed with a 

large rock. 

He was bound. Jesus was bound by the tight bonds that none of us can ever escape. The 

tight bonds of death from which there is no unbinding. But you know the rest of the story. Kids, 

did Jesus stay dead? If James was listening right now, James, did Jesus stay dead? Did he stay 

dead? No. The older kids, you know, 40 and up. You older kids, you can answer too. Did Jesus 

stay dead?  

[The congregation answers] No.  

No, he didn't. Of course he didn't. Even the strong binding of the grave could not hold 

Jesus. Jesus broke the bondage of the grave. He broke the bondage of sin. He broke the bondage 

of the devil. He does the same for you. You who have faith in him are saved from the bondage of 

sin, death and the devil. Christ, having died and been raised again, cannot be bound. He is 

unbound now and forever.  

What about the word of God? Well, John chapter one, the Word is God. The Word is 

Jesus, the Christ. Jesus unbound is the word of God unbound. Jesus, the Word of God is unbound 

because the work of Christ defeating death. He is unbound for you, for your salvation that your 

sins would be forgiven and you would have life. 

Rising into heaven, Jesus poured out the gift of the Holy Spirit on the church, and the 

word of God has spread to all the corners of this earth in spite of attempts to bind it. It cannot be 

overcome. It cannot be stopped. It cannot be silenced because of this. You, yourself, have the 

word and you believe.  

But what about you, now? You are now enlisted in the Lord's army. You are a good 

soldier of Jesus, just like Paul. Just like Timothy. So what does that mean? That means you are 

bound. You are bound for the sake of Christ and for others benefit. You are bound and what are 

you bound from? You're bound from your own wants, your own desires, your own preferences. 

You're bound, and willingly, you're bound from these things. Even sometimes binding yourself 

from these things for the sake of serving the other. All these things that we're bound from, the 

things that we want to do, rather than the things that we would do, in service of God and service 

of those around us. These wants that we're bound from, they're all much less of an ask of us than 

say, being treated like a criminal in prison, being executed like Paul. We endure it willingly and 

joyfully. We deny ourselves and deny anything that we would place above service to one another 

and service to Christ's Church. We, who are good soldiers for Christ, value Christ and His church 

Christ and His mission. 

More than anything else, we obey our commander and we are willingly bound because of 

him, we give up the pleasure and attachment to this world. We're bound because we value our 



commander more than we value our own life. We're bound because we value the lost more than 

we value our own life. We're bound because we value the church more than we value ourselves. 

Our commander, he does send us to our deaths. Our old sinful flesh is killed. It goes into 

the grave, but the new self rises to life daily. We're bound because of Christ for others. Yet all 

the while that we ourselves are bound, the word of God is not bound. In fact, it uses your binding 

to be a powerful witness to the world around us, that we would possibly live like this, that we 

would possibly be willingly and joyfully bound. 

God's word is unbound and free. It's reaching the lost, it reaches even you. Being bound 

and dying to yourself, you're actually like the dying soldier, dying in battles so that others might 

live. All because of the word of God we serve and die for saves you and saves the world. St. Paul 

says there at the close of our reading, if we have died with him, we will also live with him. If we 

endure, we will also reign with. Jesus, our commander, is faithful to his promises. He is faithful 

to his word. He is faithful to his warnings, too. Do not deny him. Do not depart from him. You, 

who are a soldier of Christ, are bound in Christ. The word of God is not bound, though. It lives 

and it reigns and it works in all things and it gives you life. Be bound to it; for life, now and 

forever. Amen.  

May the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, guard your hearts and your 

minds in Christ, Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

 

 


