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If you put these instructions before the brothers and sisters, 

 

you will be a good servant of Jesus Christ







I Timothy 4:6

Giving advice is a tricky matter.  In 1927, when there much speculation about whether Cabinet member Herbert Hoover would run for President, a newspaper man asked Calvin Coolidge whether he was going to support his Secretary of Commerce as his successor.  The taciturn Coolidge, usually known as a man of few words, responded bluntly, "that man has offered me unsolicited advice for six years, most of it bad.  Does that answer your question?" Unsolicited advice, I have discovered, is rarely well received.


It's Father's Day, a time for warm fuzzy affirmations about the wise advice we received from fathers who—at least in hindsight--were the next best thing to Ward Cleaver  or Robert Young of Father Knows Best fame.   A "Beliefnet" poll asked adult children what was the best advice they received from their fathers.  Here is a sampling:


* Have fun every day


*Finish what you start


*You can do something if you just put your mind to it


*Correct your mistakes each day


*This too shall pass


*Remember that what you do speaks so loudly, others may not hear what you say


*Always put Jesus at the center of your life 

And one a little more suggestive about the pitfalls of life:

*Son, (this father said) once you get out of Brooklyn, never look back. 


But as any parent knows, negotiating the shoals of advice giving—important as we think it is—is not easy, and there are times when our children are not particularly receptive to whatever we think we have to offer.  You know Mark Twain's famous observation, "when I was a boy of 14 my father was so ignorant, I could hardly stand to have the old man around.  But when I got to be 21, I was astonished by how much he had learned in seven years."


I'm wondering whether our ambivalent attitude toward receiving advice, factors into how we read and respond to the Bible.  Do we find ourselves chafing under the seeming barrage of expectations about how we should live our lives?  Does the Bible's advice seem as intrusive as that Dutch uncle or mother in law who is always telling us something, "for our own good?"    Jesus offers plenty of advice, but he seems to do it indirectly, by telling stories and letting us mull them over and leaving open ended our decision.   Makes receiving advice  seem a little more palatable.  Paul, by contrast, is more in your face.  He hits us head on, offering plenty of advice about everything from the clothes we should wear in church, to how money factors into our life, to the role of women, to qualifications for church leaders, to alcohol consumption, to beliefs about forgiveness, to the importance of physical exercise and spiritual training.  Paul is blunt.  It's better to remain single, as I am, he tells the Corinthians, but if you have no self control, then "it is better to marry than to burn with passion."   Where does this guy get off, we may find ourselves saying, meddling in our private business?

Most of Paul's letters were written to churches, but a couple of letters were written to individuals, like this one to Timothy.  They are called the "pastoral epistles" and they are among Paul's most intimate and personal writings.  As with all his letters, Paul is confronting particular problems in the church at Ephesus and he is urging Timothy to take charge, be a real leader,  and stand up to those with questionable teachings, most likely Gnostics, who boasted of a secret and speculative knowledge of spiritual things and manifested an unhealthy, life denying kind of asceticism. 

The relationship between Paul and Timothy seems intimate and affectionate.  Timothy is a third generation Christian and Paul knew well his grandmother Lois and mother Eunice.  In personality they were quite different.  Paul could be strong, assertive, pugnacious,  combative, acerbic (to be fair, he could also be gentle, kind, patient—as you'd expect from the writer of the great love chapter,1st Corinthians 13).  Timothy was apparently shy, more introverted, reflective.  He had been a trusted colleague of Paul on his missionary journeys, and he became the older apostles' most valued protégé.  Intending to send Timothy to Philippi, Paul wrote, "I have no one like him, who will be genuinely anxious for your welfare. Timothy's worth you know, how as a son with a father he has served with me in the gospel."  (Phil 2:19f).  Like father and son.  Maybe their differences in age and experience and temperament was what made the relationship work.  

However it was, Paul certainly unleashed a barrage of advice on young Timothy.  The intention was of course good.  The letters were all about stepping up to the plate, and exercising the kind of leadership of which Paul felt him capable and which was necessary for the health of the church.   


I wonder, though, whether Timothy had solicited this advice, given what we've said about unsolicited advice.  When we want it, when we request it, we're very amenable to advice aren't we.  We're even willing to pay someone to give us advice on managing our investments, or playing better tennis,  or becoming an expert Italian cook, or cultivating our skills in human management, or learning to fly an airplane, or getting along better in a marriage. 


We don't know, of course, whether Timothy solicited this advice or how he received it, but since all the scriptural evidence is that a strong relationship was maintained between the two men, we have to assume he welcomed it.  How did it happen that Paul's advice was well received?  When I reread the letters to Timothy this week, I discovered, that although there is plenty of language filled with imperatives, "do this…teach that..Pay attention to this…" the context is laden with language which is much more, permissive and persuasive and encouraging, than authoritarian and demanding.  "I desire…I urge…I permit."   Paul gives Timothy a lot of personal encouragement…do not let anyone belittle your youth…but "be the person I know you are"…..set an example in speech and conduct, in love, in faith in purity.  Use the gifts I know you have…put them into practice…let others see your progress.    To use the contemporary idiom, Paul's style of leadership involves mentoring…bringing out the best in Timothy.  


Paul wants Timothy to accentuate the positive in his dealings with these hard-bitten Ephesians ascetics, who are trying to turn the gospel into a life denying series of rigid expectations.  They forbid marriage and demand abstinence from food, "which God created to be received with thanksgiving.  For everything is created by God is good and nothing is to be rejected provided it is received with thanksgiving."   

I have discovered advice often depends on context.   Buying stocks might be good advice in certain economic circumstances or  at particular times in one's life, not so good in another context.    When we were in Oyster Bay, NY, the high school was located one block away from the church.  At that time the school had an open campus policy for certain juniors and all seniors, which allowed them to leave school premises during lunch.   And our church which sat up on a little knoll and had a wonderful lawn---and numerous hiding places proved to be a haven for pot smokers.  And periodically during lunch, I'd have to go out and shoo these partiers away.  And one day I was taken aback by a good natured jovial guy, who surprised me by saying, "I've got some advice for you—you better learn your scriptures, because you don't seem to know this verse…. And he quoted I Tim 4:4 "Everything created by God is good and nothing is to be rejected provided it is received with thanksgiving…And you better believe we are thankful!"  It's all about context. 


Paul's method was one of encouragement and nurture.  Knowing that Timothy was raised in a Greek culture where physical exercise was valued, Paul acknowledges, "physical training is of some value, but godliness is of value in every way, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come. So train yourself in godliness."  I often wonder as I go off to the gym, and affirm how important exercise is, how much time we devote to physical training v. spiritual.     One man admitted that each week he was probably spending 10 times the amount of time exercising as in nurturing his spirit through worship and prayer and Bible reading.  

What made this relationship work between Timothy and Paul?  What enabled Timothy to welcome the advice rather than resent it?  The key is undoubtedly that word "relationship."  Paul and Timothy had developed a relationship, a friendship, a confidence in each other.  When we trust a person, when we are convinced that it is not just their own agenda but our well being which is at stake, we are likely to hear their advice.   When we trust our father really does know about fishing or repairing cars or playing golf and can instruct us because he wants us to be a good fisherman or golfer, then we can listen.  Of course, as Twain said, it may takes us time to see that, to develop the trust—and it may take from 14-21—or longer—but when it happens it makes all this difference in our willingness to hear.  That is what happens in the best of marriages as well.  Lynn has been known to offer me some advice once in a while—about my personal habits or some issue at church, or how I've responded-or haven't responded-- to a concern of hers. And when that happens in your marriage, as in mine, you may not always cherish hearing the words of your spouse, especially when they seem to be a correction of some errant behavior.  But when we know they desire what is the best for us—and not just for them—we can hear, we can pay attention.  


I suspect the same process is at work in developing our trust of God's word, delivered to us through Paul via Timothy.     If we look at Scripture as a series of obligations to be done, and list of expectations which may or not make sense to us, our shackles will be raised, our resistance up. If we think of God as the authoritarian parent, who decrees from on high, "You'll do it because I say you'll do it,"  or "I'm the parent, that's why" (like we've been known to do with our children) we're not going to take kindly to the advice given.   


It is a relationship with Jesus that is at the heart of the Christian faith.  It's not a series of rules or expectations set before us.   It's a relationship developed over a lifetime, rooted in God's gracious love for us, and a confidence that God wants what is best for us.  It's stated well in John Calvin's core definition of faith as  “A firm and certain knowledge of God’s benevolence ( or goodness)  towards us, founded upon the truth of the freely given promise in Christ, both revealed to our minds and sealed upon our hearts through the Holy Spirit.”


Could the status of our relationship with God be at the root of our resistance to receiving the advice God has for us in Scripture?  Could the relationship itself be in need of repair, the trust need to be strengthened, the confidence restored that God does have a better plan for us, that Father, the Heavenly Father, does know best.   We'll never know that in the abstract.  We'll never get it if we keep God at arm's length, an occasional resource to be brought it in desperation.  We'll never grasp it if we view religion as a matter of giving God advice about what needs to be done.   It comes from realizing that the more time we spend with this Lord, the more we get to know him personally, the more we can trust him,  then the more we'll solicit his advice, and be eager to listen to his word
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST!     
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