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What comes next? We ask this question a lot this time of year. High school
students are asked about college plans, college students are asked about
graduate school, and graduate students are asked about where they will work.
What comes next? Teachers are asked what they will do all summer and some
vacationing students are asked if they plan on getting up before noon. What
comes next? Even the holiday we celebrate tomorrow presents a question: “Now
that you’re independent, what will you do with your independence?” What comes
next?

The question is a good question to ask. Many people live their entire lives asking
this question over and over again. What will you do? Where will you eat? What
will you have? Where will you work? Where will you spend your paycheck?
Where will you retire? The question can be asked over and over until you reach
the point where the choices come to an end. What comes next?

For me, this question seems particularly poignant. There are days when I take
the time to wonder about what comes next in this life. What comes next when
you are a minister within a denomination facing troubling days in a world that
faces trouble days? What comes next when you want to help guide your children
but cannot find common ground with your former partner? What comes next
when the news continues to share stories that show that the waters of life are
troubled? What comes next?

On this communion Sunday that is filled with celebrations, we will dive straight
into the point of the sermon. We are neither the first nor will we be the last
generation to face such questions. Long ago, the Apostle Paul himself faced a
world that was filled with such questions.

Paul was born into the chosen people, but witnessed the opening of the church
to the nations around Israel. Paul spent a great deal of time growing close to the
Jewish leadership and system in Jerusalem only to be sent by the Holy Spirit out
into the Gentile world in a series of missionary journeys. Paul was raised to obey



the Levitical laws because faith looked a certain way, but found himself
increasingly in ministry to people who were not called to follow the same Levitical
laws. Paul’s life, like many of the lives of the early church leaders, was filled with
confusing moments, strange ideas, and a need to be open to things changing
rapidly from the ways things had been done in the past.

In a lot of ways, Paul may be a wonderful example for us to follow today. In the
secular world of today, there is debate around what words are foundational to our
nation. In Paul's world, there was debate about what words were foundational to
Christianity. In the secular world of today, there are passionate people who hold
positions on morality that are either stubborn, completely self-assured, or both. In
Paul’s world there were passionate people who held stubbornly and/or
confidently to positions on things like the necessity of circumcision, the
cleanliness of certain foods, or even questions of human sexuality, which was far
more complicated in a world where things like sacred prostitution occurred
regularly throughout the Roman empire and even alongside religious festivals.

Along with the other early church leaders, Paul’s life was lived in a world that was
in a constant state of flux. We ask ourselves “What comes next?” Paul certainly
must have had days when he wondered what would be the next argument, the
next controversy, or the next challenge. Although we missed out on this fact last
week, the Book of Titus was written to a church leader left behind in Crete to help
the church with their ongoing struggles of finding normalcy after the Gospel
changed their lives. Timothy is also written to a church leader left behind after
Paul departed Ephesus. Paul lived in the midst of so much change that you could
literally say that Paul could not be in enough places at once.

So, what does Paul do? What does Paul urge? Our letter starts with Paul
encouraging Timothy to think about why he was left behind. Paul left Timothy in
Ephesus because there was important work to be done. Timothy is called to lead,
to instruct, and to help because there are challenges in the community. While
certain phrases may stick out to us as we read through, especially given our
denomination’s current struggles, Timothy is called to lead in a place where he
apparently faces every evil from kidnappers, to murderers, to liars, and those
who will do anything they can to upset the way of life that Paul calls “sound
teaching.”



To give it a surface reading, what’s next for Timothy? Tomorrow might begin with
Timothy being called to deal with people who lie in court or with someone who
killed their own mother. What’s next for Timothy? No matter what happens next,
here’s what Paul tells TImothy:

1 First of all, then, I ask that requests, prayers, petitions, and thanksgiving
be made for all people. 2 Pray for kings and everyone who is in authority so
that we can live a quiet and peaceful life in complete godliness and dignity.
3 This is right and it pleases God our savior, 4 who wants all people to be
saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. 5 There is one God and one
mediator between God and humanity, the human Christ Jesus, 6 who gave
himself as a payment to set all people free. This was a testimony that was
given at the right time. 7 I was appointed to be a preacher and apostle of
this testimony—I’m telling the truth and I’m not lying! I’m a teacher of the
Gentiles in faith and truth

The very first and most important thing for Timothy to do in his ministry was to
pray for all people. Please note, Paul did not ask Timothy to pray for the people
in his church only, or to pray for Christians first, or to focus prayers on the people
Paul or Timothy  liked. Although there are plenty of places where Paul and other
early church leaders encouraged the church to care for other believers in a
special way, the very first thing they are called to do is to pray for all people.

Why? Paul tells us that God wants a relationship with all people. In the Common
English Bible, it specifically states that God wants all people to be saved and to
come to a knowledge of Jesus Christ. God wants all people to be free, so
Timothy is called to pray for everyone.

There’s at least two good things that immediately come out of this for Timothy.
First, no matter what comes next for Timothy, Timothy is already praying for the
people involved. Whether the people are facing trouble, needing guidance, or
even refusing to listen to Timothy, Timothy is already praying for them. The
wellness of the people Timothy will come across is already in his thoughts as
Timothy is praying for everyone to have a peaceful life.

Second, Timothy is praying with guidance from Paul that comes with experience.
We all know that it is easy to judge other people when we are annoyed with



them. When someone really makes me mad, it is easy to think the very worst of
them and their character. It is really easy to be frustrated with someone who has
hurt our feelings, broken our hearts, frustrated our efforts, or wounded us deeply.
It can be very easy to think the worst of those who are frustrating us.

Paul tells Timothy to pray for all people and I believe that this means all the more
after Paul admits that he had lived a pretty terrible life. Paul admits that he was a
sinner and a bad sinner. Paul hunted and harmed God’s people as a result of
what he calls ignorance. Paul asks people to pray for all people after admitting
that he was one of the worst sorts of people.

Is it possible that Timothy will come across someone like Paul? Is it likely that
Timothy would come across someone who was willing to drag him back to
Jerusalem for a trial and stoning just like his mentor once attempted? Timothy
might come across such a dreadful person, but Paul has already shown Timothy
that God can work in such a life. Although there might be good reasons for
Timothy to mistrust the people who might cause him harm, get in his way, or
disagree with his leadership, Timothy is called to pray for them before they even
cross his path.

What comes next for Timothy? The next time something comes up, it will come
after what comes next: Timothy’s prayers for all the people around him. For Paul,
that’s the answer to the question. Before anything else, what comes next is
prayer.

So how does this apply to us? What comes next when the news upsets us?
Prayer. What comes next when people annoy us at work tomorrow? Prayer. What
comes next when our neighbor “accidentally” runs over our flowers with a lawn
mower? Prayer. What comes next when the flashing lights pop up after we forget
to slow down to 30 while driving through town? Prayer. What comes next if we
are asked to share communion at the same table as someone who voted for a
different candidate in an election? Prayer. What comes next if the court systems,
legislatures, and executive branches in the world around us continue to
aggravate? Prayer. What do we do if our denomination continues to court
troubles? Prayer.



It seems so simple, but that’s the first call of Paul on the life of Timothy. Is it bad
advice for us? I don’t think so. I know there are plenty of things in life that annoy
and irritate me. If it were left up to me, I’d only pray for certain people, work to
bring good into certain lives, or insist on everyone doing what I want. Thankfully,
it isn’t up to me. Not only am I called to pray for everyone, but I am reminded that
I pray because Jesus Christ came into the world for everyone including the very
people who might frustrate me beyond belief.

What are you called to do today? How are you called to live? What people,
places, or situations need your prayers? Why wait? Let us pray:


