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A dozen years ago, I was invited to teach a course at a conference for youth 

pastors put on by the Princeton Institute of Youth Ministry. 
  

One of the unique aspects of the Princeton Institute of Youth Ministry is 

that, unlike other youth ministry conferences, it places an emphasis on the 

theological scholarship that undergirds youth ministry. 
  

Now, that is a lofty goal—providing academic research in youth ministry.  

Because there isn’t a boatload of Ph.D.’s who are eager to do research in 

youth ministry.  You’re not going to find many successful doctoral 

dissertations with titles like: 

• “The Bake Sale as a Metaphor for Holy Communion” 

• “Middle School Boys and God’s Eternal Predestination to Wrath” 

• “Pokémon: A Sign of the Coming Apocalypse?” 
 

In other words, the Princeton Institute for Youth Ministry is happy to find a 

warm body with a doctorate who has any interest in youth ministry.  And 

that’s how I got invited to teach a course I entitled: “Before They Were 

Famous: Karl Barth’s Confirmation Classes.” 
  

Given the fact that the people attending the conference could have chosen to 

attend other classes offered at the same time as my class—classes like, 

“Engaging the Bible with Youth”; “Kids Who Care: Mobilizing Students in 

Ministry”; “Bringing Worship to Life!”—my class was composed of a very 

self-selected group of people.  Let me put it this way—the very first person 

who entered my classroom walked in, looked at me, and said, “’Karl Barth’s 

Confirmation Classes’?  Am I a dork or what?” 
 

  



 2 

In the class, we reviewed how Karl Barth – the twentieth century’s greatest 

theologian—taught confirmation when he was the pastor of the Reformed 

Church in Safenwil, Switzerland from 1911-1922.  And here’s what we 

discovered: hardly anything Barth did 100 years ago was applicable to 

teaching confirmation in the 21st century: 

• His confirmation class met twice a week 

• It met for twelve months – an entire year. 

• It met at 6:30 in the morning! 
 

Nonetheless, I highlighted one thing about Barth’s confirmation classes that 

would be useful to these youth pastors as they led their own confirmation 

classes.  When we looked at the outlines Barth developed for his eleven 

confirmation classes, every single one of them was different.  Each year, 

when Barth taught confirmation class, he did it in a different way.  And I’m 

not just talking a little bit different—a tweak here, a change of order there.  

No.  Every year, it was as if Barth sat down, looked at the previous year’s 

confirmation plan, and ripped it up.  And then he started all over again. 
 

What I wanted to emphasize to these youth pastors was the ultimate 

seriousness with which Barth took the task of confirmation.  Here was a 

group of 15-year-olds, giving a year of their life to an intensive study of the 

Gospel so that they might understand it and affirm it for themselves.  Barth 

recognized that confirmation was a key opportunity in building up the faith 

of these youth, of building up his church.  And Barth’s decision was not to 

coast—his decision to build with excellence. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Barth’s decision was not to coast—his decision was to build with excellence.  

Listen to God’s word from the third chapter of Paul’s First Letter to the 

Corinthians: 
 

   We are God’s co-workers, and you are…God’s building.  Because of God’s 

grace to me, I have laid the foundation like an expert builder.  Now others are 
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building on it.  But whoever is building on this foundation must be very 

careful.  For no one can lay any foundation other than the one we already 

have — Jesus Christ. 

   Anyone who builds on that foundation may use a variety of materials—gold, 

silver, jewels, wood, hay, or straw.  But on the judgment day, fire will reveal 

what kind of work each builder has done.  The fire will show if a person’s 

work has any value.  If the work survives, that builder will receive a reward.  

But if the work is burned up, the builder will suffer great loss.  The builder 

will be saved, but like someone barely escaping through a wall of flames. 
  

In this passage, Paul is reflecting on the spiritual growth of the Corinthian 

church and he talks about this growth using a building metaphor. 
  

The first way Paul uses the building metaphor is to focus on the builders.  If 

the church is like a building, then Paul says each of us is a member of the 

construction crew.  Because God has called each one of us to do our part in 

building up the church.  In fact, Paul makes the significant claim that we are 

“God’s co-workers”—that as God is building up the spiritual life of the 

church, He calls us to be His partners in the job of building the spiritual 

vitality of the church. 
  

The second way Paul uses the building metaphor is to talk about the 

foundation.  As we know, a building is only as strong as its foundation.  And 

the church’s foundation, Paul says, has been laid by God Himself: “No one 

can lay any foundation other than the one we already have—Jesus Christ.”  

To say that Jesus Christ is the foundation of the church means that Jesus 

Christ, and nothing else, is the cornerstone of our life together.  For Christ to 

be the foundation of the church means that He is our common denominator, 

the one and only thing that unites us, and binds us, and directs our life 

together.   
  

Finally, Paul uses the building metaphor to focus on the building materials.  

Let me read this part of the passage again: 
 

Whoever is building on this foundation must be very careful.  Anyone who 

builds on that foundation may use a variety of materials—gold, silver, jewels, 
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wood, hay, or straw.  But on the judgment day, fire will reveal what kind of 

work each builder has done.  The fire will show if a person’s work has any 

value.  If the work survives, that builder will receive a reward.  But if the work 

is burned up, the builder will suffer loss. 
 

Paul is saying that God has given the church a solid and true foundation – 

Jesus Christ.  And Paul is saying that God has called each one of us to serve 

as the construction crew, to be part of building up the Church to its full 

height.  And then Paul says one more thing: “Take care how you build.”  

Because even with a perfect foundation, a building that is built sloppily, 

carelessly, cutting corners; a building that is built with cheap materials and 

shoddy workmanship—that building is not going to stand.  In fact, says 

Paul, it will be revealed at the End exactly how each one has contributed to 

building up the Church.  If we decide to build with excellence—with 

materials like gold and silver and precious stones—our work will stand the 

test of fire and be approved.  But if we decide to coast—if we build with 

wood or hay or straw—our work won’t last. 
  

God is calling us to be his co-workers in building up His church, each of us 

doing our part, building with excellence. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Which brings us to RENEW.  We are in the season of RENEW at Liberty.  

As the slogan says, we are being called to renew our church, our faith, and 

ourselves.  Because things are going really well at Liberty—people are 

growing deeper in their faith; our mission and outreach are impacting people 

for the Gospel; we continue to grow in numbers; our finances are solid.  And 

instead of coasting, God is calling us to renew. 
  

Specifically, RENEW is calling us to build with excellence.  All of us love 

our Liberty campus—our beautiful barn, our rustic setting in this 

increasingly suburbanized area.  As one of our confirmation students wrote 

in her statement of faith:  
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Liberty is like a second home for me, a place where, no matter what, I will 

always be welcome, I’ll always fit in. Liberty is the place I go to every 

week—my happy place—to seek God and worship Him, to get to know Him 

and feel His light. 
 

And because our Liberty home is well-loved and well-used, it’s become 

well-worn.  As we have communicated through the RENEW booklets and 

presentations, we are facing several critical physical repairs and 

improvements needed to align our facilities with our ministry and mission: 

• Re-siding the Barn 

• Redesigning our parking and interior driveways to accommodate the 

upcoming reconfiguration of the Home Road/315 intersection. 

• Redesigning and renovating the youth room 

• Redesigning and renovating the Old Hall 

• Adding critical storage space 

• And a host of smaller projects from better parking lot lighting to new 

bench cushions to connecting to natural gas and on and on. 
 

And I believe that Paul’s words to the Corinthians are words from God to us.  

God has laid Jesus Christ as the foundation of Liberty Church.  And God has 

called us to be his partners in building up of Liberty.  And God calls each of 

us to build up Liberty with excellence.  In other words, it’s time to renew—

to renew our church, our faith, ourselves … and our generosity. 
 

*   *   * 
  

I tell you—Becky and I take this passage very seriously.  Because we 

believe that God has given us the great privilege of being his co-workers, of 

working alongside God as He does His work of love and renewal and grace 

and salvation in the life of Liberty.  And every day, in the big and the small 

things, we try to build up this church with excellence. 
  

I’ll tell you another thing—our elders and deacons take this passage very 

seriously, too.  God has blessed Liberty over the years with outstanding 

leaders, men and women of faith who have contributed their energy, 
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intelligence, imagination and love in building up Liberty Church.  And it has 

been done with excellence. 
  

And God invites all of us to join in the task of building up Liberty with 

excellence. 
  

You see, God has blessed each of us with skills and talents and abilities.  

Skills and talents and abilities that we have been good stewards of, by 

developing them and practicing them and using them.  And God is saying to 

us: “Use them here.  Share your talents here in the life of Liberty.  If you do, 

you will build up the church with excellence.” 
  

And God has blessed us with the gift of time.  Every day, every week, we try 

to be good stewards of our time: planning it, scheduling it, maximizing it.  

And God is saying to each one of us: “Use your time here.  Share your time 

here in building up the life of Liberty.  If you do, you will build up the 

church with excellence.” 
  

And God has blessed all of us with money —some of us more, some of us 

less.  But all of us experience the blessing of being able to enjoy all kinds of 

good things, of not being overwhelmed with financial worry about 

tomorrow, of having a surplus.  And the promise of today’s Scripture 

passage is that we can be God’s co-workers in how we use our money.  God 

is saying to each one of us: “Use your money here.  Share your money here 

in the life of Liberty.  If you do, you will build up the church with 

excellence.” 
 

*   *   * 
 

I have laid the church’s foundation like an expert builder.  So whoever builds 

on this foundation must be very careful.  Anyone who builds on this 

foundation may use a variety of materials — gold, silver, jewels, wood, hay, 

or straw.  But on the judgment day, fire will reveal what kind of work each 

builder has done.  The fire will show if a person’s work has any value. 
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Friends, God is calling us to be his co-workers, partners in the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ, building up Liberty Church with excellence through the faithful 

exercise of stewardship —giving our talents, giving our time, giving our 

money to the cause of the Gospel.  In other words, it’s time to renew—our 

church, our faith, ourselves.  AMEN 
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