Why Am I Here? #18

“Passing the Torch”

2 Timothy 2:2; Titus 2:1-8


On a clear, chilly January day, a newly inaugurated President of the United States spoke these words:

Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans—born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage—and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which this Nation has always been committed, and to which we are committed today at home and around the world.
 

The speaker of those words, John F. Kennedy, seemed to embody the hopes and dreams for the future of America. Young, handsome, well-educated and articulate, the new President appeared to be everything the former president was not. But the difference was more than personal. This transition of power gave the appearance of a new beginning for a new generation. His Cabinet was comprised of “the best and the brightest” ranging from academics to business as well as politics, and regardless of party affiliation. The torch was being passed to a new generation of Americans.


Regardless of our opinions of the man or his administration, President Kennedy presented a truth that is vitally important to the Christian church. Just as the privileges of living in America bring with it certain responsibilities of citizenship, so the privilege of being a Christian brings with it the duty to transmit the truth of our faith to those who come after us. Every Christian must look on himself as a link between two generations.

Simply put, each local church is just one generation short of extinction, and unless we teach and train new leaders, we jeopardize the future not only of our church, but of our homes and nation as well.
 The most compelling question we must ask is this: What am I doing today that will guarantee my impact for Jesus Christ in the next generation?


This is not the sole responsibility of the pastor, either. As Chuck Swindoll writes,

A church is not just a gathering of people who sit and listen to one person preach. As important as the message is, it is only part of the passing of the baton. One person’s life touches the life of another, who then touches the lives of people in his or her sphere of influence—those whom the originator would never have known. Those recipients, in turn, touch the lives of others also.


As we continue to examine our purpose as individuals and as a local church, we come to a critical concern that ought to be high on every congregation’s agenda. Yet, as we will see, not only is this being neglected; in some circles it is being outright denied.


In the Bible this process is called “discipleship.” Unfortunately, that term has been so used and abused down through the years it has all but lost its meaning to most ears. So let’s call it by its more modern name: mentoring. The two words mean virtually the same thing, but “mentoring” has much less baggage attached than “discipleship.”

The Learning of Mentoring

Discipleship and mentoring carry the connotation of learning. Another parallel concept is that of apprenticeship. All three of these terms imply not merely academic enhancement of knowledge, but the practical development of life skills necessary for survival in a particular field of interest.

The apostle Paul knew the importance of mentoring. He practiced mentoring throughout his ministry, being mentored at first and then mentoring others. Three of his letters found in the New Testament were written to two young men he mentored: Titus and Timothy. To both men he stressed the need for this essential ministry.

Turn first to 2 Timothy 1. This is the last letter Paul wrote, shortly before his execution. He knew his time on earth was short, but he wanted his ministry to continue beyond his lifetime. In verse five Paul reminds Timothy of his first spiritual mentors: “I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also.” Timothy was the product of a Christian upbringing from his mother and grandmother, even though his father was not a believer at all. He was taught the truth not at church or at school, but at home. This is ideally the first place a child learns about Jesus.


Paul goes on in verse 13, “What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching, with faith and love in Christ Jesus.” Timothy’s learning did not end at home, it only began there. When Paul took young Timothy under his wing as a mentor, he poured into his protégé both the information and the application necessary for future ministry. Then, over in 2 Timothy 2:2, Paul writes, “And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” I want to come back to this verse later, but suffice to say for now that Timothy was to take what he had learned and continue the process by teaching others. Mentoring involves learning from others who have more education and experience than we do.


As we see from this passage, mentoring is a process involving people. Often it’s a series of individuals God brings into our lives at various stages and for various purposes. Those people are committed to helping us grow and perpetuate the learning process. The apostle Peter wrote, “Grow in the grace and knowl​edge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 3:18). He was saying, “As long as you live, you learn. And as long as you learn, you live.” If we stop learning and growing today, we stop ministering tomorrow.
 And if you want to keep growing, pass on what you have already learned to somebody else.
 Try that when you read or hear something new: Tell someone else about it!
Mentors do not, however, have to be trained theologians or professional pastors to do this job. Now turn over one book to Paul’s letter to Titus. Written a few years before 2 Timothy, this letter was addressed to another of Paul’s protégés—Titus—whom Paul had left on the island of Crete to establish churches there. In chapter two Paul provides a program for mentoring:

You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine. Teach the older men to be temperate, worthy of respect, self-controlled, and sound in faith, in love and in endurance. Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good. Then they can train the younger women to love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God. Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-controlled. In everything set them an example by doing what is good… (Titus 2:1-7)


Four groups are mentioned here: older men, older women, younger men, and younger women. Notice, they are not to be segregated from one another, placing the young people in prominent positions while putting the older folks out to pasture! These diverse groups are to interact with each other, to be involved in each other’s lives.


Howard Hendricks hits the nail on the head as he says,

Two of the greatest curses ever perpetrated on a society have been crammed down our throats. One of them is the generation gap. There is no generation gap in the body of the Christ! You cannot drill any man out of the corps regardless of his age. Young people desperately need older people, and older people seri​ously need younger people who are going to carry on in the next generation. The second curse is that of retirement. Retirement is a cultural, not a bibli​cal, concept. You may retire from your company—you may not have an option—but you never retire from the Christian life and ministry.

Unfortunately, one of the major trends in modern church growth is to isolate the various generations by targeting one specific demographic group and catering to them. This may make sense in marketing, but it fails miserably in mentoring! And the tragic results are beginning to show. Not too long ago an article mentioned that 90 percent of the ministries that target a younger generation ran into trouble after only three years.
 Why? For one reason, because these age-targeted ministries often separate young adults from other age-groups in the church. A healthy church—just like a healthy family—has a positive interaction between generations.

I also want to point out from Titus 2 that more than just information is passed on from person to person. Mentoring involves the modeling of character.
 While sound doctrine is important, how we behave is every bit as vital as what we believe.


Once again Hendricks provides practical insight into this:

Many of us in the church are under the mistaken impression that the way to produce spiritually mature Christians is to enroll people in a course on spiritual maturity. We give them books on the subject. We take them to passages of Scripture. We hand out assignments and worksheets. Nothing wrong with these activities. But has it ever occurred to you that spiritual growth is rarely the product of assimilating more information? If it were, we could have transformed the world several million books ago. But inasmuch as knowing Christ involves a relationship, growing in Christ also involves relationships. One of the most helpful of these involves a mentor. That’s because most of us don’t need to know more nearly as much as we need to be known more. We don’t need a set of principles to practice nearly as much as we need another person to help us. We need someone to believe in us, stand by us, guide us, model Christ for us. We need another’s encouragement, wisdom, example, and accountability. We need his smiles, his hugs, his frowns, his tears.... People will forget most of what you say; they will forget almost nothing of what you do. Therefore, whatever behavior you model for your protégé is the pattern he will tend to follow—or, in some cases, reject.


Mentoring is about learning, but not merely classroom or academic instruction. Mentoring is about people learning from other people how to live the Christian life. It is about people building into others the knowledge and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The Lifting of Mentoring 


A second component of this ministry I am calling the lifting of mentoring. We read in Proverbs 27:17, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” This ought to be the result of mentoring—that we sharpen each another’s skills and abilities. 


I’ll never forget being taught the importance of such a relationship at a church planter’s conference some twenty-five years ago. The speaker told us why suspenders are better than belts by reading Ecclesiastes 4:9-10 from the New American Standard Bible. (This only works in that particular version!)

Two [suspenders] are better than one [belt] because they have a good return for their labor. For if either of them [suspenders] falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to the one [belt] who falls when there is not another to lift him up!
Some lessons are better caught than taught!


The Bible is filled with both exhortations and examples of encouragement, the lifting up of other people. The word appears two dozen times in Scripture, and half of those uses are from the pen of Paul! No less than four times in the letters of 2 Timothy and Titus is this term used.


No one better illustrates this than Barnabas, whose nickname literally meant, “Son of Encouragement.” Because of Paul’s great legacy through Scripture, Barnabas is often dismissed as a minor character in comparison. But he was an important person who mentored Paul and knew when to step aside to allow God’s plan to take effect.

When the arch villain Saul of Tarsus first became a Christian, no other believer wanted anything to do with him. Enter Barnabas, who took Paul under his wing and vouched for him to the rest of the church. When Barnabas needed a fellow teacher in Antioch, where did he turn? He tracked down Saul and brought him into ministry. When the first missionaries were sent, it was Barnabas and Saul. As Saul (who became known as Paul) increased in competence and confidence, Barnabas graciously backed away from the limelight and encouraged Paul to shine.

When a second missionary journey was being planned, Barnabas wanted to take John Mark, a young man who had earlier deserted the missionary pair. Paul would have nothing to do with him, but Barnabas insisted. In the end, Barnabas chose to leave Paul and take John Mark under his wing. Barnabas’s mentoring duties to Paul had been fulfilled. Now John Mark needed his special touch. Barnabas’s willingness to risk his reputation on the development of a young minister provided for John Mark the needed affirmation to ignite him into the responsibility of the gospel ministry. Once again, Barnabas fulfilled his name—Encourager.


If you find yourself mentoring a younger person, take Barnabas as your pattern to follow. More than anyone in the pages of Scripture, he showed the lifting of mentoring.

The Legacy of Mentoring 


Thirdly I want to consider the legacy of mentoring. Let’s return to a verse read earlier, 2 Timothy 2:2, “And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” Four generations are mentioned here: Paul, Timothy, reliable men, and others. This is how we build a spiritual legacy that will outlast our lives on earth. Mentoring is a ministry of multiplication. Every time you build into the life of another man, you launch a process that ideally will never end.
 John Phillips writes, 

In this verse we have the Holy Spirit’s formula for church growth—the formula that Paul followed. Paul used no clever tricks. He had no need to promote contests that offered incentives and prizes to the one who brought in the most visitors. He did not give away free trips to Jerusalem or arrange conducted tours of Rome. He did not give away camels or curios. He did not try to encourage one church to compete with another church in reporting conversions and baptisms. He would have scorned such expedients. Paul added people to the church one convert at a time. His method was like Christ’s. The Lord poured Himself into a dozen men who, when filled with the Holy Spirit, poured themselves into others.


To those who lust for numbers and crave huge crowds, this method will seem dull and tedious. But God knows what He is doing, and His methods are the best methods.

And yet, if this process were to take root and continue, where one person brings one other person to Christ and mentors them for one year, so that the new believer can do the same the following year, and each one reaches one every year, within forty years the entire population of the world would be won for Christ!


So how do we make this happen? Practically speaking, Hendricks suggests that each person should seek to have three individuals in his or her life:

· You need a Barnabas – an older person imparting wisdom to us

· You need a Paul – a peer to keep us accountable

· You need a Timothy – a younger person we are building up to maturity.

Don’t get too caught up in physical age here. It is possible to be mentored by someone younger than you if they have more spiritual knowledge, experience, and maturity. And we need to follow Paul’s instructions to Titus: men mentoring men and women mentoring women. Again, there may be instances when we learn from the opposite gender, but this should not be an ongoing, mentoring relationship.

Mentoring will take time, it will take effort. You will have to become vulnerable to be an effective mentor, and you will have to swallow your pride to be mentored. At times you will be frustrated, hurt, misunderstood, and disappointed. But don’t allow that to discourage you. Remember the lesson of the suspenders—two are better than one!

Swindoll concludes with wise words: 

The church becomes a place of mentoring when we stop seeing people as heads to count and money to collect. Instead, we view people as opportunities to build into their lives.

Texas Christian Church still exists because the torch of faith has been passed from one generation to the next. Yet we stand at another crossroads, for this church is just one generation from extinction. Will we pass the torch to another generation of Christians, or will we take it to our graves, and allow the church to become an empty shell, a part of history with no legacy?

That choice is ours.
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