FAN INTO FLAME THE GIFT OF GOD
2 Timothy 1:3-7

   3 I thank God, whom I serve, as my forefathers did, with a clear conscience, as night and day I constantly remember you in my prayers. 4Recalling your tears, I long to see you, so that I may be filled with joy. 5I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also. 6For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands. 7For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline.
Call us flighty, call us shallow, but it’s really true: we have a hard time maintaining a passion or an interest. I guess we all have attention disorder to some degree. Yesterday’s  “to die for” becomes today’s “it’s not what I thought it was.” What we thought was the end-all, the one thing we’d never get tired of, is lost somewhere or relegated to what used to be. 

I have been passionate in my life over many things. Among them are fly fishing, puppeteering, bowling, and sailing – not one of which I have done recently, not one of which I’m likely to do any time soon. 
Robert Frost has a little poem titled “Nothing Gold Can Stay.” He talks about how that first golden shoot of new growth on a plant turns to green, how hard it is to hold the green: 
Nature's first green is gold, Her hardest hue to hold.

Her early leaf's a flower; But only so an hour.

Then leaf subsides to leaf. So Eden sank to grief,

So dawn goes down to day. Nothing gold can stay.

(Robert Frost, The Poetry of Robert Frost (New York: Holt Rhinehart and Winston, 1969), p. 222.

I remember a man standing up in a Bible class once and describing how his former marriage had gone from the sublime to boredom. He said, “I guess we just got tied of each other. We had to work at it, you know. When it became work, we both got tired and just quit.”
It’s no secret that our Christian faith can go south too, not necessarily I the blink of an eye, but gradually over time. The church of Ephesus, for instance, is called down in the book of Revelation for losing her first love. Their passion was gone. The “let’s transform the world with the Good News of Jesus” fire in the belly became fatigue or apathy or fear. 

That may be what was going on with Timothy when Paul writes his young friend from prison in Rome. This is likely the last of Paul’s letters in the New Testament and it’s written to encourage a young pastor. Paul was Timothy’s mentor, and he writes to help Timothy remember some important realities.
Maybe it was a malaise that hit Timothy. Maybe he just got tired of it all -  the false teaching, the struggles, the embarrassment of having to defend Paul’s incarceration in Rome. Maybe he was tired of having to drop everything and travel here or there as a courier for Paul. Maybe he was afraid of where all this would land him. But Paul could see it, the danger of erosion, the threat of losing one’s passion for the cause. So Timothy gets a letter – 
And so do we - because we may be fatigued and at risk. The joy dwindles. Hospital calls become a burden, sermon prep a chore. We look sometimes like we stepped out of a Nyquil commercial. Pastors can look some Sundays like, well, like Julian the Apostate once described Christians, “those for whom the sun shone and their faces did not know it.” We wonder why it’s so hard to recruit future pastors. Would you like to look like us? 
And lay leaders too can wear 6 or 7 hats at church, maybe none of which fit just right. 20 years after signing up as a substitute teacher you’re still teaching the 4th grade Sunday School class, and God knows your heart isn’t in it.

Ah, there you go. You’re heart isn’t in it. Paul tells Timothy to “fan into flame the gift of God which is in you through the laying on of hands.” Students of the Bible debate just what needed to be fanned into flame here. Was it Timothy’s responsibility and office as a pastor received at his ordination? Was it a spiritual gift, like evangelist or teacher that was just not being used? Whatever it was, Timothy was timid, cautious, fatigued, and at risk.
What Paul gives Timothy we need today, whether we’re pastors or lay leaders. Here’s what Paul gives Timothy, all grace-driven and powered by God:

First, Paul gives Timothy encouragement. He tells Timothy that he’s thanking God for him. Did you have someone come up and say, “I’m praying for you.” Usually we just say thanks. But you do wonder “What did they mean by that?’ You’re praying for me because you see what a mess I am? You’re praying for me because I’m in  such bad shape. What did you mean by that? Paul makes it clear his prayers are prayers of thanksgiving. We need encouragement. We need affirmation. We need a mentor. We can’t go it alone. 

Second, he gives him the assurance of prayer. Timothy needed to know that he was prayed for. At our church every staff member has an intentional prayer team that agrees to pray for that staff person every day. I have 12 folks who pray for me daily. They’ll be at it for 1 year. Then a new team comes on board. Invariably, strong churches are praying churches. I mean, they really pray, not just before and after meetings, but during meetings. They pray as seekers of the divine will. They pray believing that god answers prayer. They pray sensing that when they do, the awesome power of God is at their disposal. I am convinced that many of our churches do not have because they do not ask. 
Third, Paul reminds Timothy of his heritage of faith – the depth of faith his mother and grandmother had and how it was passed from one generation to the next. It is really true that we can never know where to go or where we are if we don’t remember where we’ve come from.
How many of you grew up in Christian homes? To go back in memory to those days builds us and up and gives us roots. I grew up in a church in Chicago, St. Martini Lutheran Church. I have so many memories of that place and those people, how they’d kneel after Communion back at their pews on the cold hard tile floor; the Thorvaldsen sculpture of Jesus behind the altar; the stained glass window of the all-seeing eye of God next to which we sat because my grandmother gave the money for it, and how when I was fidgeting in church Dad would look over at the eye to remind me God was watching. That church shut down a few months ago, closed its doors. Its fire went out. Its lamp no longer burns. It happens if churches with a great past cannot use that past for a powerful new future birthed by God in prayer and risk.  Yes, risk.
So, fourth, Paul challenges Timothy to courage. Courage here is not the absence of fear, but the overcoming of it. Paul could see how timid Timothy was becoming. He was like the young prophet Jeremiah saying he was too young for all this responsibility, that he couldn’t speak with authority. God knows we need courage. Courage to witness. Courage to take on the alligator or the chief alligator who seems to oppose anything you support. We need courage because we war not so much against flesh and blood but against principalities and powers, the forces of darkness.
Pastor Erwin McManus tells the story of his young son Aaron who had spent a week at a Christian summer camp. He was just a little guy, just back from church camp. McManus was happy he didn’t go to a secular camp where he’d be scared by all those ghost stories. Well,  instead, as it turns out his first Christian camp experience included lots of stories about Satan and demons. 
 That night as McManus put Aaron to bed, Aaron said, "Dad, don't turn off the light!" Please, Daddy, could you stay here with me? Daddy, I'm afraid. They told all these stories about demons." 

    McManus  wanted to say, "They're not real," but inhis heart he knew they are. Aaron pleaded, , "Daddy, Daddy, would you pray for me that I would be safe?" McManus thought, “I could feel it. I could feel warm-blanket Christianity beginning to wrap around him, a life of safety, safety, safety. But then ina flash of inspiration, McManus said to his little son, "Aaron, I will not pray for you to be safe. I will pray that God will make you dangerous, so dangerous that demons will flee when you enter the room." 

   Aaron gulped and said,, "All right. But could you pray that I would be really, really dangerous, Daddy?" 

I like that. How do get there, I mean, to where we are really dangerous, really, really dangerous? Paul offers three ways to courage: power, love and self-discipline.

The power I’m convinced refers to the power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to motivate us – how we need to climb up Calvary Mountain every day and see Jesus on the cross for us, how His powerful triumph over sin, death, and the devil is now ours. We need to so trust the power of God that we prepare for and plan mission stides that are so big we could never accomplish them – without the power of God inherent in His Word and guaranteed in His Spirit.
The love is knowing that we are loved by God in Jesus Christ and loved and supported by others. It is to have the love we’ve come to know in Jesus constrain us, push us, motivate us to take risks as individual Christians and as church – to go for goals outside our box, outside our walls. Need courage. “Perfect love casts out fear” (1 Jn 4:18).
And the self-discipline is that self-awareness that sees when we’re in trouble, that stays on top of spiritual erosion. It’s a discipline that makes sure we’re not swept away or running away. 

For all of us this passage is a challenge to look deeply into our hearts for that which God has made us. It’s to find that one thing we are especially gifted to do and to pursue it, to rekindle the fire for it before it’s too late, before we die, as Victor Hugo put it, “with our music still in us.”
What does it take to light a fire inside you? A fire for the lost? A fire for serving Jesus? If it takes more than what He’s done for you well, then, you’re in big trouble. Is it enough that he came for you? Is it enough that he died for you? Is it enough that he’s called you by his Spirit and gifted you? Is it enough that he surrounds you with people to pray for you and encourage you, that He has given you a spiritual heritage of generations of faithfulness? What does God have to do to light your fire? Give you the power of the gospel? A love that will not quit? A self-discipline that wakes you up to yourself and the life that is within you? He’s done all that and more.
This is more than a “you can do it” locker room pep talk. You can’t do it. But God can. So fire up, Northwest District! Fire up, servants of God! Let’s see some fire in the church, beginning with you. Amen. 
