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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
LESSONS FOR THE YOUNG CHRISTIAN
1 Timothy 4:11-16
INTRODUCTION
In the Lord’s providence, on this Sunday morning when we’ve baptized four young adults, we also reach the section in our series on 1 Timothy where Paul addresses the unique challenges that Timothy faced as a young pastor. 
It’s remarkable how often the Bible tells us that the Lord called young men to lead his people. Many of the good kings of Judah were young men when they began to reign. Jehoshaphat was thirty-five, Uzziah was sixteen, Hezekiah was twenty-five. David himself, the greatest king Israel ever knew, was only thirty when he began his reign. When the Lord called Jeremiah to serve as his prophet, he groaned and said, “Ah, Lord GOD! Behold, I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth.” (Jeremiah 1:6)
Young men have always been called to lead God’s people, but the typical pattern is that they would be mentored by older men before they were entrusted with responsibility. Joshua had Moses, David had Samuel, and Timothy had Paul. God’s school of leadership has always involved older men raising up younger men to carry the torch after them. 
That’s what we’re going to see in our text today as Paul guides his young protégé and helps him navigate the unique challenges that young pastors must face. As a young pastor myself, I have been particularly challenged and encouraged by this text. But as we listen to the Apostle Paul, I anticipate that all of us, especially young Christians, will learn important lessons about how we can faithfully live out the Christian life to the glory of God. 
The title of this sermon is Lessons for The Young Christian.
We will have three points today:
(1) Lead by Example
(2) Use Your Gifts
(3) Don’t Give Up

(1) LEAD BY EXAMPLE
Paul begins by reminding Timothy of the sacred responsibilities of the pastoral office in verse 11:
11 Command and teach these things. 
This is military language. Timothy isn’t called to make suggestions to God’s people. His role isn’t to recommend some practical tips that people can take or leave as they please. His role is to command. It’s to authoritatively direct the flock, because that’s what shepherds do. Shepherds don’t make suggestions to the sheep. They use their voices to tell the sheep where to go, and when to stop. They do so, not for selfish gain, but so that the sheep might be safe and healthy.
Timothy is to command, but that doesn’t mean he can tell his flock to do whatever he wants. Verse 11 says he is to command “these things” – that is, the things that Paul has written in this Spirit-inspired letter. In other words, he is to command only what God has commanded in Scripture, because his authority isn’t derived from himself. It is delegated to him by God. That’s why I can’t tell you who to marry, or where to live, or what you should do for work. I can give you counsel, but I can’t give you a command. The only commands that pastors can issue are the commands that are found in Scripture.  
Paul also says that he is to “command and teach these things.” A pastor doesn’t force obedience. He teaches obedience. He’s not a drill sergeant who demands obedience by shouting louder or intimidating his people. He’s a shepherd, and he leads by patient and gentle teaching. 
Now here’s the problem. How could a young man like Timothy command and teach his church when many of its members were older than him? You can’t command people who don’t respect you, and Timothy lived in a time when respect only came to the experienced. It was your age that determined how much respect you deserved and how closely people listened to you. 
Respect was something he needed in order to serve effectively as their pastor, which is why Paul says in verse 12:
11 Command and teach these things. 12 Let no one despise you for your youth…
Timothy had a responsibility before God to let no one despise him for his youth, not for the sake of his own self-esteem, but for the sake of the pastoral office. He couldn’t pastor his church if his people looked down on him.
Let me pause here by saying that, as a young pastor myself, this has not been my experience at all. Ever since I stepped into this role four years ago until now, this church has been exemplary in supporting me, respecting me, and following me. I can’t tell you the number of times that you have expressed your gratitude to me that I am your pastor. That has continued since we moved to this building, and I have met mature, experienced believers who could have looked down on me for my youth, but didn’t. 
This is a testament to your humility, and this is a testament to your godliness. It is a testament to how God is at work in your lives to make you willing to follow a young man like me. Thank you for making my time as a pastor a pure joy. 
I recognize, however, that some of you may not feel respected in your respective contexts. Perhaps you’re looked down upon by your parents, or by your boss, or by your spouse. What can you do? Paul tells us in verse 12: 
11 Command and teach these things. 12 Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. 
Respect is earned, not by domineering those around you, not by demanding that they give it to you, not even by proving that you are superior to them in skill or knowledge. Respect is earned by living an exemplary life. Respect is earned when you excel in these Christian virtues of speech, conduct, love, faith, and purity. 
These virtues aren’t randomly chosen. In fact, Paul wisely chose these virtues because they’re precisely the ones that young people struggle with the most. He chose speech because we’re not careful with our words. He chose conduct because we can be rash and impulsive. He chose love because we’re naturally selfish. He chose faith because we tend to trust in ourselves. He chose purity because we are tempted by our lusts.  
Paul’s saying that excelling in these virtues is the path to earning respect, and he wouldn’t say that if he knew it wasn’t possible. But it is. Young people can not only grow in these areas, but become exemplary in them. You can set an example for other believers, including those who are more mature than you. Those who are older may be tempted to look down on you, but when they see that you are quick to listen and slow to speak; when they see that you are self-controlled in your conduct; when they see that you are full of love for God and neighbour; and that your faith is in God and not yourself; and that you take your sanctification so seriously that you cut off the sins and temptations that would lead you to impurity, you will earn their respect. 
Philip Ryken writes,
“The way to stop people from looking down on you is to make sure they look up to you, and the way to do that is to lead by example.” – Philip Ryken
My young Christian friends, you can be leaders. You can be leaders in the home, in your schools, in your workplace, and in your church. That happens through training, through education, and through the development of your gifts. But most importantly, it happens through your personal example. Lead by example, and you will earn the respect of others. 

(2) USE YOUR GIFTS
Second, Use Your Gifts. 
Paul says something very important about the nature of Christian worship in verse 13:
13 Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. 
This was a central part of what the church was to do when the believers gathered for worship. They were to read the Bible together. Timothy was to devote himself to the public reading of Scripture so that the church would regularly have this shared experience of reading the Scriptures together.  
This has been the pattern for God’s people since the earliest days:
“…when all Israel comes to appear before the Lord your God at the place that he will choose, you shall read this law before all Israel in their hearing. Assemble the people, men, women, and little ones, and the sojourner within your towns, that they may hear and learn to fear the Lord your God, and be careful to do all the words of this law…” – Deuteronomy 31:11-12
God’s people have always read God’s Word together. That includes the “little ones”. Having the children with us is part of the biblical pattern for corporate worship that we see in Scripture. That doesn’t mean there’s no place for nursery or Sunday School. But it does mean that having all of us gathered together, including the children, is good and pleasing in the sight of God.
Paul adds that Timothy is to devote himself to exhortation and to teaching as well. As he read, he was also to explain and apply. He’s talking about sermons. It’s not enough to just read the text. The pastor also needs to help the church understand the text and apply it to the believer’s life.  
This is why we are committed to expository preaching. It’s because reading, teaching, and exhortation are all meant to be tied to the same text of Scripture. We don’t do this because it’s our brand. We do this because this is what the Bible tells us to do when we gather together. The Bible isn’t meant to be a footnote to the church’s programs. It’s not meant to be a springboard to the church’s vision statement. The text of Scripture is meant to be central in our corporate worship. Studying this book, encountering God in this book, and considering how our lives and beliefs ought to be shaped by this book, is meant to take up the main portion of our time together, because we need to hear God’s Word, and the only way to hear it is to pay close attention to it. 
Paul needed Timothy to hear this, because all around him senior members in the church were wandering off into vain discussions and spiritual speculation. They were wandering from the Word. But Paul steers him back to his primary task and says, “Don’t get distracted. Don’t abandon God’s means of transforming his people. Keep reading Scripture, keep teaching Scripture, keep preaching the Word.”
Paul reminds him that this was his spiritual gift in verse 14:
13 Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. 14 Do not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you.
There’s some debate about the significance of the laying on of hands. Did it confer the gift? Or did it confirm the gift? We don’t know for sure, but it’s beside the point. Paul isn’t concerned about how he received the gift. He’s concerned about whether he’s using it, because if he doesn’t use it, he’ll lose it. 
We know that’s true when it comes to other gifts. Gifted musicians need to practice or they won’t be able to perform. Gifted athletes need to train or they won’t be able to compete. The same is true of spiritual gifts. They need to be used if they are to remain effective. 
This is why Paul told Timothy in 2 Timothy 1:6:
“For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands…”
Our gifts can be fanned into flame as we learn how to use them more effectively and as the Spirit empowers us to do that. Or they can flicker away and burn out because of neglect and laziness. We must use our gifts or risk losing them. 
My young Christian friends, you have gifts. I know that not because I know you, but because I know the Spirit who lives in you. These are the Spirit’s gifts, and He gives them freely and generously to those who are in Christ. We won’t all have the same gifts. We won’t all have gifts that receive a lot of attention. But all of us have gifts that the Spirit has given to us for the common good. 
The Bible speaks of the gift of prophecy, healing, and tongues. But it also speaks of the gift service, the gift of hospitality, the gift of administration, the gift of mercy, the gift of wisdom, and even the gift of faith. Whatever your gifts may be, you must not neglect them. You must use them, sharpen them, strengthen them. You must fan them into flame by the grace of God and the power of the Spirit so that they burn hot for God’s glory and for the good of others.  

(3) DON’T GIVE UP
Third and final lesson: Don’t Give Up. 
Notice how many times Paul exhorts Timothy in these verses to keep going. Keep going, and don’t give up:
15 Practice these things, immerse yourself in them, so that all may see your progress. 16 Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers.
In verse 15, he tells Timothy to “practice these things”, which brings to mind what he said in verse 8 when he said, “Train yourself for godliness.” He also says, “immerse yourself in them”, literally “be in them”. Surround yourself with these truths, immerse yourself in them so that you won’t lose sight of them. “Persist in this”, he says in verse 16. Just keep going, don’t get distracted, don’t give up. 
Timothy is to practice his godliness. He is to immerse himself in the pursuit of living an exemplary life. He is to persist in using his gifts and not get distracted. He is to keep doing the same things faithfully and joyfully and not give up. 
I often joke with my children that I’m a “same things kind of guy”. I eat the exact same thing for breakfast every day. I go to the same restaurants. I keep buying cars from Honda. I keep using my old and outdated phone. It may seem boring, but there’s grace in this kind of lifestyle. There’s grace in not being obsessed with novelty and always needing something new to keep life exciting, because that’s not what the Christian life looks like. The Christian faith isn’t going to offer you what’s shiny and new, but it will offer you something ancient, everlasting, and all-satisfying. 
Eugene Peterson called the Christian life “a long obedience in the same direction”. We’re not trailblazers going where no one has ever gone before. We’re pilgrims travelling on the well-worn path of the cross. Christian growth doesn’t happen by innovation or secret knowledge. It happens in the same way that it has always happened, through the ordinary means of grace: the Word of God, prayer, the sacraments, and fellowship in the church. 
Paul summarizes all of this perfectly in verse 16:
16 Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching.”
Everything he has said in verses 11-15 is summed up here. Watch yourself, and watch the teaching. Watch your life, and watch your doctrine. We must be like the watchmen on the walls, keeping a close watch for any signs of enemies that might threaten the godliness of our lives or the soundness of our doctrine. It could be the world. It could be the devil. It could be our own sinful nature. Whatever it is, we must keep a close watch on ourselves and on the teaching. 
So when you’re tempted with evil thoughts about someone, or when your heart is filled with lust, or when you tell a lie during a passing conversation, or when you start dreaming of becoming rich and living the high life, don’t ignore it. Don’t pretend those thoughts don’t exist. That’s like seeing an enemy approaching and intentionally looking the other way. If you see it coming, you need to sound the alarm. You need to confront it. You need to bring it to the Lord in prayer and kill it. 
When you’re hearing preaching that seems off, or you’re reading a blog or a book that doesn’t seem to align with God’s Word but you can’t quite put your finger on it, don’t just think, “Well, the pastor’s a good guy, so he must be right.” Investigate. Study the Word. Make sure that what he says aligns with what God says. 
In order to do that, you need to know your Bible. You need to be devoted to the private reading of Scripture just as your church is devoted to the public reading of Scripture, because you can’t be discerning if you don’t know the truth. You can’t be watchful if you don’t know what to watch for. The best way to watch your doctrine is to immerse yourself within it and to keep digging deeper into God’s Word. 
Paul ends with this marvelous promise:
16 Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers.
He’s saying, “If you don’t give up, if you don’t get distracted, if you keep walking on this long obedience in the same direction, not only will you be saved through faith in Christ, but you will lead others to be saved as well.” This isn’t just a matter of a strong Christian life or a weak Christian life. It’s a matter of salvation. Salvation is at stake.
Let’s not misunderstand. Verse 16 isn’t saying that we save ourselves. Only Jesus saves through his life, death, and resurrection. But if we are to receive that salvation and enjoy that salvation on the final day, we must persevere in faith. And the only way to persevere in faith is to watch our lives and our doctrine. Don’t be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. Don’t be led astray by false teaching. Persist in the pursuit of godliness. Persist in sound doctrine, and you will save both yourself and others.  

CONCLUSION
To my non-Christian friend, God offers this free gift of salvation to anyone who would believe. You can be forgiven by God of your sins and enter into a loving relationship with him, not because you’re good enough, not because you earned it, but because Jesus died on the cross on your behalf. He took your place, he bore God’s wrath against you, and now he offers salvation to you as a gift. 
Yes, we need to persevere to the end to be saved on the final day. We need to finish strong. But in order to finish, you need to start, and you can start today. You can start walking by faith in Christ and know that you don’t need to find your own way. You don’t need to feel your way forward and hopefully find your way to truth. You can travel on the well-worn path of the cross along with us, and we will help you get to the end safely. 
For those of us who haven’t run very long, those who are younger believers, I hope you’re encouraged by God’s Word today. I hope you have new faith to believe that you can become an example to others in speech, conduct, love, faith, and purity. That’s the promise of God’s Word. That’s the power of the Spirit within you. You can change and help others change by your own example. 
But in order to do that, we need older saints to guide us along the way. Timothy was faithful because he had Paul. He had Paul in his life to remind him to keep going, to not be distracted, and to watch his life and his doctrine. 
We may be a young church, but in God’s gracious providence, he has blessed our church with older saints. Mature believers. Christians who have travelled this path much longer than we have. Find them, seek them out, and receive the wisdom of the generation that came before us, that we might all persevere in faith until the very end. 
