“First Things First!”

I Timothy 2:1-6
September 23, 2007

I have been playing around with radio controlled model airplanes for years. In all that time I have met many people getting into the hobby. Almost without exception every new person wants their first aircraft to be something they couldn’t possibly fly. As in every other coordination skill the experienced pilots make it look easy, but it takes time for most of us to train our mind and body to guide that little airplane through a safe flight. Aircraft designed to be trainers are very forgiving of mistakes, can almost fly themselves, almost. All the rest demand some level of experience and skill. It is important to put first things first when beginning a new skill.

It is also important to put first things first when we have a vision or plan. Just last week I talked to Rev. Kevin Henson of Faith Cumberland Presbyterian Church, Tulsa, OK. Kevin is the new pastor of the little Faith congregation and a former member of St. Timothy. Kevin knows that his first task as pastor is to determine how the Faith Church can best address the needs of the local community. Church health and growth is directly connected to the churches willingness to reach out and help the community. With new eyes Kevin has seen the need and has taken the necessary first steps to help his church leaders also see the need and have the faith that God will help them as they try to meet the need. Kevin felt his church leaders might be afraid to take the financial leap and so he first found someone outside the congregation willing to commit a match contribution. First things first.

It is always tempting to try to jump from where we are to where we dream of being without taking the intermediate steps.

When I first felt God’s call to ministry I wanted to get right to work. But our denomination knew I wasn’t prepared and insisted I first get the training. I hated waiting but it was critical for the success of my ministry that I put first things first.


In his letter to Timothy, Paul is writing about our Christian ministry. Paul says that our vision, our big goal is to tell people about Jesus. Paul writes that we know God “wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.” We have this vision of our church being the vessel that God uses to bring people home. We believe our mission is important because we first believe that there is but one way to heaven, through the mediation of Jesus Christ, God’s Son.  The song says “people need the Lord” and we believe that is putting it mildly. Jesus isn’t just a “need”, Jesus is absolutely essential for eternal life in God’s kingdom. Paul said that is why God appointed him a herald and apostle. We would say that is why God has blessed us to be His church in Bedford. To spread the Good News of Jesus Christ. So – lets do it! Lets get out there!

But wait a minute, wait a minute, put your purse down, tuck you Bible away for a second. As much as we may want to get out there Paul says we must put first things first. The work God has called us to do we cannot do alone, anymore than I could preach before seminary or fly before some training time. There is work to do before we can do the work God has given us. We need the Holy Spirit! We need God’s wisdom and intervention. God must sow the seeds of need in the minds of people. To go before we are ready to go is going to be a fruitless effort.

But it is easier just to gather up our stuff and go isn’t it? We have a tendency to try to do things the easiest way. The annual men’s retreat is coming up right after the Crafts Fair. Last year, while on the retreat, I set out on a trail walk. As I walked along on the well trampled trail I would occasionally come to a place where a tree had fallen right over the trail and the park crew had not yet cleared it. Each time I came upon one of those trail hurdles I would see that hikers had already begun to carve out a secondary trail around the tree – even though it wouldn’t have been much of a problem to just climb up and over the tree, or squeeze under. It was easier to walk around than climb over or under. We naturally take the easiest way.

Now, sometimes the easiest way is the best way, but as often it is not. There is nothing easier than the drive through at a fast food place. And when you get to the order board it is easiest to just order a “combo” isn’t it? Sure. But if we made fast food combos our staple diet eventually our waist lines would get out of control and our blood vessels clogged. Easy every day is not good for us, every once in a while, but not every day.

Paul says there are some first things that must be first things! Paul says sharing the Good News of Jesus Christ is the most important thing we as Christians can do. But the first thing he wants us to do, before we share, is pray. Pray every way you know how, for everyone you know. Pray with your head bowed, with your head and arms raised. Pray kneeling or standing or standing on your head. Pray using “thee and thou” or “you and your”, it doesn’t matter to God. There is no unacceptable way to pray as long as your heart is turned to God. About the only thing that seems important not to forget is that our prayers should be raised “in Jesus name”. In John 15 and 16 Jesus says that when we ask in his name God pays special attention and gives that prayer a special power. Jesus said that when we don’t pray in his name our prayers lack his authority and power. Prayer in the name of God’s Son is powerful prayer!

Prayer does several things, one for the person or thing we are praying for and one for us. James says “The prayers of a righteous person are powerful and effective.” (James 5:16) (Righteous people are people saved by God’s grace through Jesus Christ. He makes us righteous!)

Now, I would be the first to admit to you that I don’t understand why or how our prayers work in the lives of the ones we pray for. The very idea that God would value my prayers for someone and use my prayers to change a situation seems ridiculous. But that is what the Bible says, not just in James but in multitudes of other places. God values our prayers and responds to them! I don’t have to understand it, just believe it and do it!

It is much easier for me to understand how prayer changes me. Take sharing the Good News with others for instance. If I do the first thing first and pray before I try to share I feel certain several things happen to me. First, I humble myself before God and am reminded that God is in complete control of everything. Whatever happens as I try to be obedient isn’t either my fault or my glory. I do what he tells me to do. God is going to do what God determines is best.

And second, my prayers remind me of the people I am about to visit. I am reminded of their struggles and of their precious nature to God. My prayers take my focus off of me, and that is good. When I call or when I go I no longer am concerned about my “performance” but their situation, and it shows. Prayer is like warm up exercises before the work exercises, it gets us in shape. If we don’t pray first we could pull a muscle!
But seriously, here is a part of prayer that we don’t often think about and just as infrequently include, prayer for our leadership. Paul says “pray for everyone” but be sure to include in your prayers “all those in authority”. Why is this important? Because, Paul says, if we pray for our leaders God will bless them, and their leadership will bless us with “peaceful and quiet lives” And in that peacefulness we will be much more likely to be able to share the wonderful message of Jesus Christ.
Just this past week I was talking with Rev. Richard Ballingar about evangelism. I asked him how they shared the Good News in Liberia. He said they went door to door using the same Evangelism Explosion training we receive here through our Christianity 401 class. And, like here, they learn to take their time and get to know the people and their challenges before they try to share about salvation. When people realize you care about them and their challenges and are not just trying for another “notch on your gun” then they will be more receptive to what you see as important. Your honest concern and interest in their lives gives them some sense of relief to their problems, brings to them some peace and quiet, and they are better able to listen to some real good news that can help.
To pray for your pastors, to pray for your elders and deacons and teachers is to anoint us with God’s love. As we struggle with our tasks on your behalf God adds His power and wisdom so that we can better live out our callings. The church benefits, you as members benefit, our ministry to the world around us benefits. The work of Christ’s body is empowered by your prayers.
To pray for those in political positions from boards to mayors, senators and congressmen, to the president and his staff, is a God blessed thing and will bear fruit in due season. Fruit that will help us to spread the Good News that God so loves all the world that He gave His only begotten Son as a gift to save everyone from certain destruction.
In those verses we read today from I Timothy, Paul uses the word “all” numerous times. He wants us to understand how inclusive is God’s love and how important everyone is to God. Pray for all people that they may experience all godliness and holiness, for God wants all men to be saved. There is only one God and one mediator between God and man, Jesus Christ who gave himself a ransom for all men. He is the best and only hope, and it is our job to tell the world.
Since you are going into all the world anyway, why not take the Good News with you? But first, pray. God will bless that! Amen.
