Great Commission Northwest

Lessons from the Fire

“Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching; for as you do this, you will 

insure salvation, both for yourself and for those who hear you.”
    -1 Timothy 4:16


Years ago, when we lived in Maryland, my kids and I decided to start picking up fallen limbs and branches in the woods out back and pile them up to burn.  It was late in the fall.  

I had a day off, so we all bundled up and started tossing sticks and limbs and building 

our stack.  It had been raining for over a week, which made for a pretty soggy pile of rotten wood.  The more we got into our work, the bigger the pile grew, until it ended up quite a heap.  

Soon it was getting kind of late in the afternoon.  Started getting dark.  

I decided not to light it that evening, even though the kids pleaded with me. I told them that it would be good to let the woodpile dry out a bit and light it some Saturday morning bright and early - so that we could watch it through the day and make sure it burned safely.


Several weeks went by before I got back to the woodpile.  

It had rained some more over those weeks, but I thought it looked like it had also dried out some.  Actually, it had dried out just a little along the top edges.  

The bulk of the wood was still damp.

I got some gasoline, doused the pile, had all the kids stand back, and threw on a match.  

Woomph!  

The gas went up like a ball of fire.  Literally!  Everything crackled for a minute, then the fire receded and died out.  I repeated the gas-match-Woomph!, routine and got the same results.  

Again I did it, with my kids squealing and loving it.  But again, except for a few singed sticks of wood along the edges, the woodpile looked as sodden as ever.  
   
It sure was impressive to throw the gas on and see the flames jump up 10 to 15 feet, but the pile wasn’t starting to burn, at all.

     
I decided to change tactics.  Inside the shed I had some scrap lumber that wasn’t really good for much of anything.  I grabbed just a small armful and a hatchet from the toolbox and split it up into a small pile of kindling.  I laid this little heap of white pine along the edge of my great, big, soggy, pile of fallen timber.  I lit this carefully and got a small fire going.  

But my fire seemed so hopeless, up against all that soggy apathy.

Pretty soon my small, kindling, fire was burning steadily.  So I pulled a few pieces of wet timber carefully down on top of it.  You could hear the wood hissing and steaming as the little fire underneath slowly burned off the damp and then attacked the wood.  Since the fire was so pitifully small, my kid’s interest soon waned, and they wandered off down to the creek to play.  


 I had some projects to get to in the shed, but I stopped occasionally to stick my head out the door to see how that meager, little, blaze was doing.  It did just fine, slowly burning off the water in that portion of the large, wet, pile of wood, and slowly heating up the whole stack.  

All morning it was hissing and hissing, until I finally went in for lunch. 

When I came out later, I noticed that the thick, white, smoke which the woodpile had earlier been giving off; was starting to clear.  
By three o’clock that afternoon, the whole pile was burning cleanly.  

No more hissing, little smoke, but a tremendous crackling and a large amount of heat was coming off that tall fire. 

None of us could stand even 40 feet away, it was so hot!  

It was very much like a roaring furnace!

And then, very quickly, the whole pile burned up, until there were just a few red embers left and a whole lot of white ash.

Throughout that Saturday, as I was working in the shed and keeping one eye on the fire, 

I was thinking about this article which I needed to write.  

I wanted to talk to you men, who work hard and are responsible for whole churches and many lives and many families.  

I believed that the Lord had given me one verse that He wanted me to share; but I wasn’t sure just how He wanted me to share it, till that Saturday when I burned that pile of wet wood.

As leaders in large or small churches, as leaders in each of our families, we can all identify with Paul when he spoke of the burden of the church.  

Nothing brings us more happiness than to see the people that God has entrusted to our care - happy and growing in the Lord.  
Nothing concerns us more than when we see people tired in spirit.  
But how do we light up their hearts?  How do we then lead them?  
Christians may seem at times to be kind of soggy and listless, just like the wood.  

What can we do to see them fired up?  What can we do to fire ourselves up?  

Often this is a real concern when we look in the mirror, look at our churches, and wonder how we can see things move ahead.

Don’t lose heart.  God has given us an encouraging Word, like He always does.  He has shown us how to genuinely affect our people, our families.  

In 1Timothy 4:16, the Lord says, 

“Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching; for as you do this, you will insure salvation, both for yourself and for those who hear you.”

As I read this verse, the first thing that strikes me are the very first words “pay close attention to yourself.”  What does it mean - to pay attention to yourself?  What are we to pay attention to?   Obviously, we are not to be self-centered.  We are never encouraged in the Bible to live for ourselves.  God knows that selfishness will never be satisfied.  

So He must be talking about something else. 
           When Paul exhorts Timothy to pay attention to himself, it was really so that Timothy could be a better servant to the people allotted to his charge.  Paul told Timothy to take pains with certain personal areas in his own soul – so that Tim might bless others.  

     
What were these areas that Timothy was to be absorbed with?  It is the simple, everyday things of this Christian life that Paul said were critical, not only to Timothy’s personal spiritual heat, but also, ultimately, to the well-being and spiritual heat of all of Timothy’s people.

     
Specifically, he was told to persevere in good speech, correct conduct, genuine love, heroic faith and simple purity.  (Yes, I have added the adjectives so that you will slow down on these words and not just read right through them.)  

Speech, conduct, love, faith and purity were the areas he was to take pains with, and in so doing, Paul knew that Timothy’s fire would burn and spread to the rest.  

 “It only takes a spark to get a fire going.”  

The song is true, if the wood is dry and ready to burn.  But rarely is this the case.  
So, what should we do?   We can throw gasoline on the wood every Sunday morning. 
It may flare up, but does it really start to burn?  Usually no.
However, if there is just a little, tiny, fire that is actually burning - and burning steadily- in our own heart - eventually everyone will be in genuine danger of being genuinely, fired up.

It starts with us, men; it always has; and it always will.  

“Pay close attention . . . . .you will insure salvation. . . . . for yourself. . . . . and for all who hear us.”   The “who” is first our families and then our churches.  
This is God’s direction for us today and His formula for lighting fires in one heart, one family, and a whole congregation. 

           Robert Murray McCheyne, a great man of God who lived over a hundred years ago, 

once said, 

       “Above all, cultivate your own spirit.  A word spoken by you when your 

conscience is clear and your heart full of God’s Spirit, is worth 10,000 words 

spoken in unbelief and sin.”

Do we deep down in our hearts, believe this?  

Personal integrity and personal purpose and personal fire, are the only things that will genuinely move people over the long haul.


Any leader can learn how to push the right emotional buttons and get the quick, easy, response with people.  

But will there be a fire on Monday morning?  

God promises that there will be, if we pay close attention – first to ourselves. 










- Rick Whitney
