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2 Timothy 1: 1-14

Fan Into Flame


This letter from Paul to Timothy is a testimony to one of the great relationships of the early church.  According to the book of Acts, Paul and Timothy traveled all over the known world together spreading the gospel of Jesus.  Many of Paul’s letters mention that Timothy is with him, both in and out of prison.  Paul is the great apostle in the early church, and Timothy is his trusted co-worker and heir apparent.  At the time of this letter the two friends are far apart but you can tell their friendship is strong.  Paul writes that he prays for Timothy day and night and he longs to see him so that he will be filled with joy.  As he writes, Paul is in prison in Rome and perhaps nearing the end of his life.  He wants to encourage the much younger Timothy to hold together the churches they both worked so hard to get started.

One of the first interesting things we learn about Timothy in this letter is that he is grew up a Christian.  Paul mentions that the faith first lived in Timothy’s grandmother Lois and then in his mother Eunice and now has been passed on to him.  The fact that Timothy’s mother and grandmother were in the church may not seem like a big deal to us, but at this time in the church that is almost unheard of.  Remember it has only been a few decades since the life of Jesus.  The vast, vast majority of Christians at this time are adult converts from Judaism or the pagan religions of Rome.  Timothy must be one of the very earliest third generation Christians.  Pretty much the whole church is filled with eager new believers, but for Timothy the church is a family business.  He is third generation.  He does not know anything else.  The church had been his home for his whole life.  He has no idea what it would be like to be a converted Jew or pagan.  The church has always just a part of his life.  
I suspect that most of us can identify with Timothy on that.  My guess is that most of us have been in the church our entire lives.  Our faith has been passed down to us by our parents and grandparents.  We don’t really know any other way of life than the Christian way.  My great-grandfather was a Presbyterian minister, and the church life has been passed down to me through by grandparents and parents just like it was for Timothy.  I suspect that most of you are the same way.  I also suspect that the overwhelming majority of Church members in our nation are the sons, daughters, and grandchildren of Church members.  We are a part of a whole church inherited Christians.  In our day, timothy’s three generations would almost make him a new Christian.  

But Timothy was a third generation believer in a church filled with new converts.  Think about what a huge difference that makes.  Nearly everyone else in the church has heard the call of God directly and responded to it.  Many of them have had to make huge sacrifices to become followers of Jesus.  They have been disowned by their families or lost their businesses as a result of their choice to be Christians.  Those who grew up pagans are learning a whole knew worldview and understanding of life.  Christian beliefs and practices are brand new to most of the folks in the church.  This makes for a very volatile community.

I once knew a pastor who said there is nothing more dangerous than a new Christian.  When people who grew up in a different religion or with no religion come to believe in Jesus they do all kinds of crazy things.  One of the crazy things they do is actually believe the things they read in the Bible.  This same pastor told me about a group of new believers who came to him one day and asked him why he had money put away for retirement.  The Bible, they argued, says that we should not lay up treasures for ourselves on earth.  The Bible says the church will take are of us if we are in need.  They were convinced that having a retirement account indicated a lack of faith.  Needless to say this kind of questioning can be a little uncomfortable.  New believers are just so full of energy and excitement.  They have the audacity to believe that their faith should actually impact the way they live.  And they are eager to tell everyone else how to live as well.  
Imagine being in a church filled with such people.  People who question everything and see things in black and white and who have boundless energy for studying the Bible and doing what it says.  It makes me tired just thinking about it.  Ministering to such a community would be exhausting.  But for a man like Paul, a convert himself, this ministry must have come naturally.  Timothy, however, is coming from a different place.  He does not have the powerful experience of his own conversion to drive him.  And I suspect that this fact did not escape the other members of the church.  They were probably somewhat suspicious of Timothy, was he really a Christian if he did not have a powerful conversion story to tell?  

In this context Paul writes to reassure his friend.  Paul reminds Timothy that there is no such thing as inherited faith.  Paul says all of us, converts and third generation believers alike, are called by God alone.  The grace of God was given to us before the beginning of time, not because of anything we have done, but because of Jesus Christ.  The point Paul is making is that in fact none of us choose to be part of the church, we are all called by God’s grace.  Some of us may be called to the church through conversion, others may be born into the church, but we are all called by God.  Timothy is just as called as anyone else in the church, and his baptism still joined him with Jesus Christ whether he remembers it or not.  Paul affirms that the gifts God has given Timothy are there only by the work of God, not by the work of his mother or grandmother.  It is the Spirit that calls us to the church, and places in us the gifts of God.  No matter how many generations of our families were Christians, the call of God is not in our DNA, it cannot be handed down like curly hair or brown eyes.  God calls each person individually to be part of what God is doing in the world.
Paul makes a powerful argument to boost Timothy’s confidence in his own call, but Paul does not stop his advice there.  He wants to affirm that Timothy is called by God, but he also wants to make it clear that he cannot simply sit back and be content with what God has given him.  Paul writes that Timothy must actively embrace his faith.  He must work to assure that what God has done will grow and flourish.  He must “fan into flame” the gift of God that lives in him.  This is a fascinating image.  Paul is suggesting that the call of God on his life may have given him a spark, but it is up to him to fan that spark into a flame.  Timothy must participate in stoking the fire of God’s work in him.  A few weeks ago I was at a backyard party where we had a bonfire.  It is a sign that fall is finally here.  As I watched a friend tending the fire I was reminded just how difficult it can be to keep a fire going.  You really cannot just lift a fire and then walk away and ignore it.  If you want a fire to keep burning it needs a lot of attention, particularly in the early stages.  There are so many things that can cause the fire to go out before it really gets started.  You have to worry about wind and rain and soggy leaves and kindling that’s too big or too small.  Fanning a spark into a flame is no easy task.  
Our passage this morning suggests that while only God can light the fire in our lives, we have to participate in keeping the fire going.  God has called each of us to be part of the church, and God has placed in each of us many gifts that can be a blessing to the church and to the world.  But like a spark in a fire, these gifts have to be tended and fanned and poked and prodded so they can grow into a raging fire.  Being born into the church is not enough, being gifted is not enough, in order to be fully the people of God we have to fan the flame of what God is doing in us.  
When I look at our church I see a community that is filled with sparks.  There are so many ways that God is working in our midst.  We can see the spark of the Spirit in many areas of our church life.  There are sparks in worship, in the Session, in our committees, in our outreach, in our relationship with the Hispanic fellowship.  We are seeing sparks everywhere.  This Saturday at our Celebration Feast we are going to take some time to share with one another where we see those sparks of God in our church, where we see the Spirit moving in our midst.  I am excited to hear people share about where they see God working in our church.  I have been looking forward to it for weeks.  Our passage this morning seems to reassure us that God is at work in us, just as God was at work in Timothy.  But this text also presents us with some questions: if God is filling our church with sparks, how successful we are going to be at fanning those sparks into flame?  Are we going to be able to take the many, many good ideas and suggestions and possibilities before us and turn them into a raging fire?  And how do we go about fanning the flame of what God is doing in our midst?
Paul must have anticipated similar questions from Timothy, because he tries to give an answer.  Paul writes that fanning the flame involves the realization that the Spirit of God does not make us timid but gives us power.  He also says we should not be ashamed of the testimony about our Lord.  It seems to me that what Paul is suggesting here is that Timothy, as a third generation Christian, should do everything he can to live like a brand new convert.  Being a son and grandson of believers may tend to have the effect of making one timid about the gospel.  When you have been around something your whole life it can be difficult to get excited about things.  When everything is familiar it is easy for things to become routine.  We can easily become timid, as Paul suggests, or even ashamed of the gospel.  New converts are never ashamed, in fact they are often bold and even inappropriate in their attempts to share the gospel.  This is because they are so excited about what they believe.  Their lives have been changed and they cannot help but share that news with those around them.  In this text Paul seems to envision for Timothy a ‘best of both worlds’ scenario.  He wants Timothy to have all the wisdom and experience of a lifelong believer, but he also wants him to have the passion and the excitement of a new convert.  After all, it is exciting to see God working in our midst.  God calls all of us equally, even those of us who have been in the church forever.  The call of God is not just a one time thing.  God does not just call us to conversion and then leave us one our own.  No, God continually calls us day after day to be part of what God is doing in the world.  And all of us are called to fan the work of God into flame with the passion of new converts.

I think one of the most important ways we can being to fan into flame all the sparks God is igniting in our church is to try to capture some of the excitement of new believers.  In this passage, Paul is trying to get Timothy stirred up to get him acting like with the passion of a convert even though he is third generation.  I believe God may be using this passage to make the same appeal to us.  It is easy for a church that has been around for more than a hundred years to lose some of its passion and excitement.  When a church is brand new the members are so full of hope and expectation that their excitement is contagious.  But after decades have passed it is often hard to maintain that sense of passion.  Luckily we do not have to rekindle an old flame in order to get excited, because God is continually calling us in new ways.  God is sending sparks constantly into our midst and hoping that we will fan them into flame with all the excitement of a new church.

Passion about the work of God is not reserved for the young or for the recent convert.  All of us are continually called by God and all of us should be filled with energy and excitement to be part of what God is doing in the world.  When we begin to fan the flame of God’s work in our midst then even the most familiar practices of the church can become infused with new energy and passion.  Those things we have done all our lives can suddenly touch us and change us in new ways.  The spirit can move in our midst and turn even old habits into life giving nourishment.  Even something as familiar as coming to table for communion can be renewed and give us energy and a sense of mission and purpose.  God is at work in our midst in many, many exciting ways.  And we are invited to participate in that work by fanning the flame into a roaring fire.  Amen.     

