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 Most of the letters from Paul in the Bible are from the apostle to churches. The letters to Timothy 
are different. They are from the apostle to a young man whom he calls his son. As far as we know, Paul 
did not have any biological children, but he had many children in the faith. One of them was Timothy. 
 
 We are all children of someone. No one comes independently into the world or grows up on their 
own. It’s the same in our life with God.  
 

A child of the faith is ever growing in the knowledge of what Paul reminded Timothy, that God 
appeared in the world in the person named Jesus. In him, God saved the world, including you, abolishing 
death and giving you a life that lasts beyond this one. In our physiological existence, we are born one time 
and then it is done. In our life with God, the birthing process can take quite a bit longer. Some say we 
never stop being born anew in Christ until we die, and then our new life in finally complete. 
 

A child being born needs tending to, and so it is with the faith. Over the years, God gives us 
spiritual fathers and mothers. Parents in the faith can be the same who got us ready for school in the 
morning and tucked us into bed at night. But in the wonderful way of God’s family, we also receive 
fathering and mothering by people who become our parents much later in life. Paul didn’t teach Timothy 
to tie his shoes, but he taught him about the grace of God. That’s how he was a father. 
 

Most any parent, spiritual or otherwise, will tell you that one of the trials of parenthood is 
watching their child struggle. The last time Paul saw Timothy, the child was in tears. Timothy was a 
grown man, of course, and was pastoring a church. Pastors who cry over their ministry have the potential 
to be good pastors because it means they are in touch enough with their weakness to receive the power of 
God.  

 
We don’t know the reason for Timothy’s tears, but maybe that isn’t important. What’s important 

is the counsel that Paul gives to his struggling son. Paul told him, “Now I want you to remember your 
grandma and your mom, and to remember how warm my hands were when I put them on you in prayer. 
These people are marks of the faith and love that is in you. These people are signs of God’s power in your 
life.” 

 
One of the burdens people in faith can carry is that we have to come up with faith in God on our 

own. People who think this way will end up in tears. People aren’t meant to believe alone any more than 
children are meant to be born isolation. The good news is, whatever faith you have is in good company, 
and from good company it can. The love and power of God in you is hand-me-down faith.  

 
No one’s trust in God comes to them fresh out of the box. Getting faith isn’t like buying a sweater 

for yourself at Dillard’s. Faith is more like a hand-me-down coat that’s clearly been worn for a number of 
winters, so you know it will be serviceable for you. Faith is not an acquisition, but a gift. The faith given to 
us by the Holy Spirit doesn’t has wear marks from our ancestors’ use. If it lasted well for them, then it will 
be enough for us. 
 
 Last week, my grandmother turned 92. She lives in Pasadena, California. I don’t get to see her as 
much as I’d like. I called her on her birthday, and when I heard her voice I smelled apple pie and the 
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multigrain bread she’d bake in a coffee can. Grandma’s faith has some miles on it and the odometer is still 
turning.  
 
 Grandma loves to read. Half her waking hours, she has a book in her lap. Right now she’s 
reading the latest from Tom Clancy. But grandma’s eyes aren’t working as well she’d like. It takes her 
longer to make it through sentences than it did a year ago. “But life is really, really good,” she said. 
“Things are just great.” Some would hear in this a positive attitude toward life. I say it’s a confession of 
faith. When I hear it, I think whatever faith is in me twinkles like her eyes. 

 
Paul reminded Timothy of his mom and grandma, and of Paul’s own prayers, to help young 

Timothy tap into faith older than his own. It is God’s style of glory that believers in Jesus become new by 
tapping into faith that is very old. This is why the church gathers around an ancient book and listens for 
life and strength and purpose in the words of people long dead. It’s a rather un-American thing to do. 
America tends to loves the new and the next. We are people of the frontier and progress. We are leaders 
in technology who admire innovation. This is why churches market themselves as “relevant” and 
“contemporary.” “New Faith Church” strikes American ears better than “Old Faith Church.” 

 
Paul did want Timothy to live new faith and fresh hope in the midst of his challenges at First 

Church, Ephesus. But instead of telling Timothy how to get new faith or giving him fresh tactics to make 
his ministry more relevant, he encouraged Timothy to remember his ancestors. When Paul talked about 
ancestors, he meant more than Lois and Eunice for Timothy, more than my grandma and yours.  

 
Paul was thinking of ancestor Moses and the people he led to the Promised Land. Abraham, who 

kept on keeping on as he journeyed with God to who knows where. Jacob, who wrestled the Almighty all 
night long because he was hungry for a life of blessing. The faith of God’s people has years of hard use. 
The faith that the Spirit has but in you is knit from the same old spool of yarn that made the garments of 
trust worn by Moses and Abraham and Apostle Paul himself. 

 
This is what it means to life with hand-me-down faith. 

 
If you have felt like life just isn’t going anywhere, like you’re walking in circles, know that the 

Spirit dresses you with the faith of Israel’s 40-year wilderness walk.  
 
If you grieve, for there is someone without whom your life feels diminished, the faith God has put 

in your heard wears the mourning garment King David did when he cried out for his son. 
 

If you are lonely or confused, you should know that Spirit cloaks your soul with the faith that 
covered prophet Elijah who stayed up all night in cave, saying, “God, it feels like it’s just me.” 

 
The story of our ancestors in the Bible isn’t so much about what good believers they were. It’s 

more about the durability of the promise that God clothed them with.  
 
When my dad visited last month he brought some genealogy charts from his mom’s side of the 

family. I had no idea I was related to so many people. My name looked awfully small toward the tip of a 
branch of the tree. We live in a world, after all, that says we can pick up and set down roots anywhere 
we’d like. We can start a new life any time we want, for future is not determined by our past. There are 
ways in which all of this is true.  

 
But Scripture tells us something more. Scripture tells us that our rooting and grounding in God 

has set us within a root system of countless others whom God has grown into faith before us and alongside 
us. Yes, it is true that only you can live your life, and only I can live mine. By our faith is about more than 
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what each of us has on our own. We are joined to Christ, and whatever life is in us contains the strength 
of the Spirit’s coursing through Jesus’ whole family tree. When Paul told Timothy to rekindle the gift of 
God that was in him, he was partly just telling Timothy that God’s gift of faith was really there, and he 
may have confidence in that. 

 
 If we trace the ancestry of our trust in God back far enough, we reach the greatest of our 
ancestors, named Jesus Christ. God did not spare him any of the sorts of trials we have in life. You might 
even say that Jesus received more. For this reason, the Letter to the Hebrews calls Jesus the “pioneer and 
perfector of our faith.” This means that Jesus explored the frontiers of all our trials before us. He lives in 
us knowing how to handle what we face. 
 
 And we should also remember, even Jesus needed his ancestors to believe. We know this because 
the on night when he was betrayed and before he went to the cross, he ate the meal his forebears had 
celebrated for more than a thousand years. It was a well-used cup Jesus took at the Passover meal. So, 
Jesus kept faith with us and undertook our deliverance with promise of his ancestors coursing in his blood. 
At this Table, Jesus’ faithfulness comes to course in ours. 
 
 We come to this table because we need more than ourselves to believe and live in God. We need 
someone on our left and on our right. We need the cloud of witness who have eaten before us and have 
testified that this is food for growing sturdy faith. We need to know that the grace that is served up fresh 
today is the same, as Paul says, “that was given to us in Christ Jesus before the world began.” 
 
 To God be the glory. Amen. 
 It is the style of God’s glory that grace is a hand-me-down- gift. The grace that saves you and the 
faith that sustains you old and tried as the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord. It’s remarkable how such 
old hand-me-downs wear so well and feel ever so new. Amen. 


