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“The Gift of Youth”
1 Timothy 4:11-16 (The Message translation) July 22, 2018

Beginning in the early 1990s, pastor, scholar, and author Eugene 
Peterson undertook the monumental project of translating the Bible 
into contemporary, idiomatic English. The result, published nine 
years later as The Message, is an intriguing and, at times arresting, 
translation of the timeless words of scripture. In his introduction, 
Peterson writes of his gradual realization that this project perfectly 
aligned with his thirty-five year ministry as a pastor—“always 
looking for an English way to make the biblical text relevant to the 
conditions of the people I served.” This morning, I’d like to share 
Peterson’s translation of the words of 1 Timothy 4:11-16. Listen for 
God’s word.

Get the word out. Teach all these things. And don’t let anyone put 
you down because you’re young. Teach believers with your life: by word, 
by demeanor, by love, by faith, by integrity. Stay at your post reading 
Scripture, giving counsel, teaching. And that special gift of ministry 
you were given when the leaders of the church laid hands on you and 
prayed—keep that dusted off and in use.

Cultivate these things. Immerse yourself in them. The people will all 
see you mature right before their eyes! Keep a firm grasp on both your 
character and your teaching. Don’t be diverted. Just keep at it. Both you 
and those who hear you will experience salvation. 

(1 Timothy 4:11-16, The Message)

“It’s the only academic book I’ve read that nearly brought me to 
tears.”1  So begins one review of professor and pastor Kenda Creasy 
Dean’s book, Almost Christian: What the Faith of our Teenagers 
is Telling the American Church. Dean’s book is at times dense and 
loaded with data and statistics from the National Study of Youth 
and Religion, but the conclusions she draws are too important and 
convincing for those of us who care about the future of our faith 
to ignore. According to Dean, the most significant conclusion is 
that “we get what we are” with our children, in religion as in most 
things. In other words, the faith we model and live is the faith that is 
formed in the young people around us. Maybe this should not come 
as a shock to us, and yet I can’t help but believe it has something 
significant to teach us. 

In a blog post, Dean writes, “It is common for us to understand 
Christianity merely as a set of religious ideals, not a life-giving 
identity. We Christian parents would probably say we trust Jesus, 
but our lives often tell a different story. Look at our overscheduled 
calendars, our insatiable consumerism, our relentless anxiety as a 
culture…we’re as vulnerable to these idols as anybody else. Our kids 
know us for who we really are. One glance at our lives tells the truth.”2 

Among the incredible gifts that young people offer the church is 
an honest reflection of the faith that we are living as a community. 
No matter what we say we believe, the lives we live and the faith we 
model offer the best measure of our conviction and our discipleship. 
And, according to Dean, the church today is too often falling short. 
Or, better put, we are leaving our children and youth in the shallow 
end of the theological pool. In Almost Christian, Dean describes 
this shallow theology as moralistic therapeutic deism. Ask me about 
the term after worship and I’ll give a full description. For now, it 
is enough to say that this watered-down theology offers little more 
than lessons in how to be nice people, and depicts God as a mix of Dr. 
Phil style therapist and what I call “the divine vending machine”—
we drop prayers like quarters, make a selection, and God delivers the 
results. It is the kind of shallow faith that will fail us all when tragedy 
strikes, doubts and questions consume, or life becomes complicated. 
The kinds of things that happen to all of us.

So, how do we offer a deep faith, the kind that stands the test of 
time, matures as the years pass, and gives meaning and comfort even 
in the messiness of life? Perhaps we listen to the voices of the young 
people among us.

Next week, we will hear powerful and intimate words from Paul’s 
second letter to Timothy in which the Apostle, in the latter years of 
his life and ministry, reflected on the gift of age and what he might 
offer to the coming generation. This week, the author and audience 
are the same but the focus is different. In this morning’s text, we find 
Paul celebrating Timothy’s gift of youth and urging this young man 
of faith to make full use of that gift.

Timothy has much in common with many of the young people 
who sit in our worship services each week at Second. Though the 
Christian movement was still in its early stages, Timothy is a third-
generation disciple of Jesus—having received the faith from his 
mother and grandmother. In other words, Timothy was raised in the 
church; faith is a part of his identity.

And, according to his mentor, he is ready to lead. Paul’s words 
offer both encouragement and high expectations. I love Eugene 
Peterson’s translation of the letter because it captures the richness of 
the language. After reminding Timothy of that powerful moment 
(think Confirmation Sunday) when he was received into the church, 
Paul implores Timothy to “cultivate these things…immerse yourself 
in them.” In another translation of this passage, the instruction is “do 
not neglect the gift that is in you.” 

This is not Paul’s way of giving the youth a little time in the service, 
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making sure they stay awake and pay attention. This is foundational 
to Paul’s message. You must not ignore or abandon the gift that 
has been given to you. Instead, you must cultivate that gift. And 
the Christian community must offer a place and an invitation for 
our children and youth to immerse themselves in the deep waters 
of faith. We do that by listening, by living authentically, by talking 
about our own faith and our questions, by engaging in the world that 
God loves and longs to redeem, by intentionally lifting up the gifts 
of those around us. This is the work of the Christian community—
to live intentionally together in ways that form deeper faith in each 
of us. 

When I was a senior in high school I had the modest goal of 
becoming President of the United States. I guess it’s not too late, 
but the possibility is certainly fading. When I did decide to go 
to seminary and seek ordination, several years later, I was deeply 
impacted by a short note written to me on May 1, 2000, when I 
was seventeen years old, after I preached my first sermon on Youth 
Sunday at Vandalia Presbyterian Church. The note continues to 
hold deep meaning to me for what it says and what it does not say. 
In my father’s handwriting, it says:

“Dear Chris, I am so very proud of you in so many ways. I hope 
you know that. I was so proud of you on Sunday. You spoke God’s 
word from your heart—expressing your faith…I have never—and 
will never—“push” one of my children into ministry. I heard again 
Sunday the comments of “Chris should be a minister.” I believe you 
have the gifts to do so, but that may not be the direction God is 
calling you. I pray that you will always listen to God’s leading—as I 
believe you have been doing. Again, your mother and I are deeply 
proud of you. Love, Dad” In other words, do not neglect the gift 
that is in you. Cultivate it. Immerse yourself in it.

I am often asked to share my thoughts or perspective on the 
megachurch movement. It’s now been more than three decades 
since Willow Creek and Saddleback churches were founded, and 
one study suggested that about one in ten Protestants who worship 
regularly do so in a megachurch. My feelings about these churches 
are grounded in my conviction that God uses many different styles 
and approaches to reach people with the message of the gospel. 
We should be grateful for this. I also respond with what I think is 
uniquely valuable about congregations like ours. Among the many 
gifts of mainline Protestant churches is the commitment to the 
intergenerational community. I am proud of this commitment to 
uniting folks across the life cycle, and of the lives that have been 
nourished, the faith that has been formed, and the vocational paths 
that have been discovered through these ministries.

A few weeks ago, I had lunch with a member of this congregation 
who is just a little younger than I am. We had been connected 
because of the extraordinary work he is doing to serve some of 
the most vulnerable people in our world—impoverished children 
in Uganda. I asked him to share with me the story of how this 
work began. Some of you know the story. It began in a pew in this 
sanctuary, where George sat one summer during college and listened 

to another member of this church talk about the deep needs of the 
world and our faith compels us to respond. From that one message, a 
relationship began and passion for the needs of children was passed 
from one generation to the next. It happens in our church. 

It happens every year. As we send a new class off this fall to pursue 
the paths where God calls them now, I know that the efforts of this 
congregation have not been in vain. Their faith is deep and strong. 
They will not abandon the gifts that God has given them. When pain 
and difficulties come, and they will come, the deep faith formed in 
this place will be enough to sustain them. Cultivate these things. 
Immerse yourselves in them.

On Friday evening in Montreat, North Carolina, I made my way 
to Lake Susan for a tradition that I have rarely missed since first 
experiencing it twenty-one years ago. In the falling darkness, over 
1500 teenagers from around the country gathered around that old 
lake. They held candles as symbols of the light of Christ that had been 
rekindled in us at that week’s youth conference. And we sang words 
that we sing every year, words that never seem to get old or lose their 
deep meaning, words that capture the essence of what we hope to be 
in and for the world. Words that I pray will linger in the hearts and 
minds and spirits of those youth as they claim the gift that God has 
given them: Lord, prepare me/to be a sanctuary/pure and holy/tried 
and true/with thanksgiving/I’ll be a living/sanctuary for you. May it 
be so. Amen.

__________________________
1http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2011/jul/29/how-to-reach-children-with-faith/
2 http://kendadean.com/raising-teens-in-an-almost-christian-world/


