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What a beautiful summer we have had this year! Each year, as we move into August, I’m often 

reminded of how summers ended for me when I was in high school. I was in the marching band.  

By this time of the year, we had most likely finished our week of band camp and found ourselves 

on one of the practice football fields almost every day, rehearsing both our music and our 

routines together. 

 

I played tuba, or sousaphone, and was usually the section leader. So it was not only my job to 

know the routine, but to make sure that the others in my squad knew it as well. In marching 

band, you had to pay attention to the music as well as where your feet were and what you were 

doing there at all times. 

 

Our band director ran the routine and the music over and over again, until it flowed naturally for 

us. After a long day of rehearsal as we thought that we were really starting to get the routine 

down, the band director would encourage us to try one more time. That usually meant several 

more times. He wanted to be sure that we knew what we were doing when we left the field. On 

our best days, each rehearsal of the routine would get better and better, musically and 

logistically. 

 

And just when we thought that we had perfected our performance and had our last rehearsal of 

the routine for the day, the director, looking over us, would shout out, “Better. Not good. Do it 

again!” Those words still ring in my ears today when I’m rehearsing a piece of music, writing 

something, or working on a project. “Better. Not good. Do it again!” They served as a constant 

reminder then and now that there is usually room for improvement for us. 

 

In our scripture lesson this morning, the elder apostle Paul is writing to a younger Timothy.  

Timothy’s mother, Eunice, was a Jewish woman who had come to faith in Jesus Christ along 

with his grandmother, Lois. His father was Greek. Eunice and Lois had raised young Timothy in 

the faith. At this point in his life, Timothy was helping to care for the community of faith near 

him. Paul writes to Timothy as a sort of spiritual father to him in the faith; seeking to encourage 

this young leader in the Church to continue to grow in godliness. 
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In the verses just preceding our lesson today, Paul warns Timothy about some who are requiring 

obedience to some really strict laws regarding abstinence from food and even from marriage. 

Paul wants Timothy to understand that this life to which he has been called is about faithful 

living rather than mere ritualistic obedience. 

 

Striving to grow in faith is key to Paul’s message to Timothy. For Paul, godliness is less about 

some strict code and more about how faith is lived out in our lives. If we believe it, we live it out.  

If we are to live it out, we may need to work at it. Godliness, or faithful living, is something that 

must be practiced in one’s life; it’s something that one must work at in life. Paul even compares 

it to a physical workout routine. 

 

In Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase, The Message, he puts Paul’s words of encouragement to 

Timothy this way: “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 

 

For Paul, the gift of faith and ministry was a gift that needed to be cultivated throughout one’s 

life. This gift, however, was not simply given just for Timothy, but for others as well. As 

Timothy sought to grow, so would those around him. Paul’s encouragement to the young 

Timothy would benefit the whole community of faith as Timothy kept seeking to grow in his 

faith. 

 

Author A.J. Jacobs, who happens to be a secular Jewish man, once wrote a humorous book 

entitled The Year of Living Biblically. The book was about a year he spent working very hard to 

follow the Bible word for word. Not having practiced his faith over the years, he suddenly found 

himself seeking to obey the strictest laws of the Hebrew scriptures and even some from the New 

Testament. In his book, he often quotes scripture and writes some understandings of the scripture 

by which he is trying to live. 

 

On day 126, Jacobs quotes Deuteronomy 6: “You shall teach them [the great commandments, or 

the Great Shema, from Hebrew scriptures] diligently to your children”2, and then writes these 

words as he begins to think about how he will share faith stories with his young son: 

 

There’s one upside to my son not talking a lot: I don’t have to figure out what to 

tell him about God yet. Because I have no idea what to say. 

 

The subject came up at dinner tonight with our friends Jessica and Peter, up from 

Washington, D.C., for a visit. Here’s how Jessica answered the question when her 

daughter asked her about God. 

 

“I told her God is in the wind, in the trees, He’s in the rocks, He’s everywhere.” 

 

Her husband Peter looks dismayed. 
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“Well, maybe not everywhere,” says Peter. 

 

“Yes, everywhere,” says Jessica. 

 

“God’s in that cement mixer?” 

 

“Yes,” she says. 

 

“In the forklift?” 

 

“Yes, why not?” says Jessica. 

 

Peter shakes his head. “You’ve got to draw the line somewhere.” 

 

But I know what Jessica is saying. In the past couple weeks, I’ve taken not quite a 

leap of faith, but a cautious baby step of faith. I’m not sure why. I think it’s the 

three-times-a-day prayers are working their mojo. 

 

The point is, I don’t see the world as a collection of soulless quarks and neutrinos.  

At times—not all the time, but sometimes—the entire world takes on a glow of 

sacredness, like someone has flipped on a [sic] unfathomably huge halogen lamp 

and made the universe softer, fuller, less menacing. 

 

I spend a lot of time marveling. I haven’t stared at a forklift yet, but I’ll marvel at 

the way rain serpentines down a car window. Or I’ll marvel at the way my 

reflection is distorted in a bowl. . . 

 

I’ve noticed that I sometimes walk around with a lighter step, almost an ice-

skating-like glide, because the ground feels hallowed. All the ground, even the 

ground outside the pizzeria near my apartment building. 

 

All well and good, right? The only thing is, this is not the God of the Israelites. 

This is not the God of the Hebrew Scriptures. That God is an interactive God. He 

rewards people and punishes them. He argues with them, negotiates with them, 

forgives them, occasionally smites them. The God of the Hebrew Scriptures has 

human emotions—love and anger. 

 

My God doesn’t. My God is impersonal. My God is the God of Spinoza. Or the 

God of Paul Tillich, the Protestant theologian who believed that God was “the 

ground of being.” Or the God of the Jedi knights. It’s a powerful but vague all-

pervasive force; some slightly more sophisticated version of pantheism. I don’t 

even know if my God can be said to have a grand plan, much less mood swings.  

Can I keep edging toward the true biblical God? I’m not sure.3 
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How often do we relate to Jacobs as he tries to understand God? As you seek to grow, you also 

begin to see the sacredness of the world that God has created. Suddenly, you find yourself 

getting to know a God who is different than all your preconceived notions of God. 

 

Or even better yet, how often do we view opportunities for spiritual growth to be similar to those 

discussed in our video a few moments ago?4 Is memorization of Scripture the only sign of 

someone’s spiritual maturity? If so, most of us may have a long way to go even if we do know 

that Jeremiah is a part of the Old Testament. 

 

At Birmingham and Berkley First, we “Encourage Lifelong Spiritual Growth” because we know 

that God is not finished with any of us yet. Paul reminded Timothy that he and his community 

still had much to learn as he invited the young disciple, Timothy, to lead the way for other 

believers. In our church, our children’s ministries take the lead as a starting place for spiritual 

growth. In fact, we begin to recognize the importance of spiritual growth from infancy. When 

children are born, they are given a soft, fuzzy-covered Bible with some basic stories of the faith 

inside that they might know God’s warm love right from the start. 

 

They grow up in programs for Sunday School, choir, Vacation Bible School, and even youth 

group as they continue to grow. Our volunteers and staff realize that spiritual growth is key for 

young disciples of Jesus Christ as they begin their faith journeys. 

 

Spiritual growth, however, is not just an opportunity that we provide for children and youth. We 

hope that as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ, we will continue to challenge and nurture one 

another throughout our years together. Faith, as a gift of God, must continue to be nurtured 

throughout our lives if we desire to see the fruits of our faith. 

 

At the end of our passage this morning, Paul reminds Timothy, “Continue in these things, for in 

doing this you will save both yourself and your hearers.”5 Paul understood clearly that we are 

here to help one another to grow spiritually as he invited the young Timothy to set the example 

for those who were older than he was. 

 

In September, we’ll be offering plenty of opportunities for people of all ages to continue to grow 

together at Birmingham and Berkley First. Don’t be intimidated by those who bring their Bibles 

to church or Sunday School. We’re here to help one another grow. But I do want to encourage 

you to participate when you see opportunities to serve and to grow together with others. Whether 

it is a Sunday School glass, a weekday small group for men or women, or even a mission trip, we 

grow best in community. 

 

A few years ago, the Board of Christian Education for the annual conference had a slogan that 

they put out which read “Sunday School is for life!” It was a reminder that Sunday School was 

not just for kids, but for people of all ages. In addition, it reminds us that we find life as we 

continue to live and grow together. 

 

We “encourage lifelong spiritual growth” because we are at our best when we are learning, 

struggling and challenging one another to be the best that we might be for God in Jesus Christ.  
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Similar to learning the music as well as the steps out on the marching band field, we seek to 

grow together that we might be strong representatives for God at work in our world. 
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