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Take the Baton: 2 Timothy 4:1-8 

Over the past few years, America’s track team has underperformed. Our men and 
women have suffered some shocking upsets. But the problem hasn’t been with our sprinters’ 
feet. It has been with their hands. Our relay teams have struggled to pass the baton. At the 
Beijing Olympics, both the men’s and women’s 4x100 teams lost on account of failed baton 
passes. And our teams had similar struggles in 2004. Now, in theory, the baton pass seems 
easy, doesn’t it? Grab a stick. Run to another person. Give them the stick. But when you’re 
running twenty miles an hour; and, you’re handing the baton to another person, running 19 
miles an hour; and, you have a 20 meter window to make the handoff, inside a 3 foot lane; and 
the person you’re handing to isn’t even looking at you, or the baton; it gets quite a bit more 
difficult. You might have the fastest team in the world. But if you can’t pass the baton, that 
natural ability won’t help you. 

Transitions are crucial. There’s a window to get them right. But if you miss the window – if 
you drop the baton – the results can be devastating. As many of you know, we’re in a season of 
transition. I’m in the process of succeeding my dad as Senior Pastor; a process that’ll be 
complete in January of next year. And I praise God for how smoothly this transition is going; 
and for your support and guidance. I’m grateful. I’m hopeful. I’m excited.  

But I’m also sober. I’m wary. See, I know that Jesus will build his church, and that the gates 
of hell will not prevail against it. But that doesn’t mean that every local expression of the 
church will endure. The church – God’s family – lives forever. But churches…die. Each year in 
America, 3 to 4,000 churches close their doors for good.1 And for most churches, the death-
process is slow. Decline is almost imperceptible. But it often starts during transitional periods. 
Succession is frequently unsuccessful. 70% of pastoral successions fail within the first three 
years.2 Sometimes, an outgoing leader holds on to power too long, or tries to take it back when 
things start to change. Other times, an incoming leader is too impatient. They want to make too 
many changes too quickly. Or, they just quit when people resist their reforms. Or, they’re not 
ready for the role. They lack maturity. Or, the process of transferring leadership is unclear. 
There are mismatched expectations. But in any case, leadership transitions are difficult to pull 
off. And according to the experts, the hardest transition for a church to make is the one we’re 
                                                           

1 The number may very well be higher, see http://thomrainer.com/2016/03/seven-ways-churches-should-die-
with-dignity/.  

2 See Jay Passavant, Seamless Succession Simplifying Leadership Transitions (Xulon Press, 2015 
http://www.passavantleadershipgroup.com/books/.   

http://thomrainer.com/2016/03/seven-ways-churches-should-die-with-dignity/
http://thomrainer.com/2016/03/seven-ways-churches-should-die-with-dignity/
http://www.passavantleadershipgroup.com/books/
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making right now; the transition from a founding pastor (like my dad), to a second-generation 
pastor (like me).3 And when the baton is dropped – when successions fail – the church loses 
momentum. There’s pain. There’s confusion. There’s fatigue. And the church’s focus shifts 
inward. The focus is no longer on reaching the community, but on resolving internal problems. 
Now, I think our leadership has done a beautiful job of managing this process. You’ve been 
absolutely wonderful. I’m confident that we will be an outlier. But make no mistake, if we 
succeed, we will be an outlier. We’ll be the exception, not the norm.   

And for our church to continue thriving, I think we need to view succession not simply as 
a pastoral transition, but as a generational transition. Churches don’t endure just because new 
leaders replace old ones; but because one generation passes the faith to the next. In this 
season, a younger generation must assume greater responsibility for Creekside’s mission. But 
as we do this, we desperately need wise guidance from those who’ve come before us. You have 
so much to offer. We have so much to learn. And this doesn’t mean that the older generation 
abdicates all leadership. My dad will remain on staff here. And he’s on pace to live to about 
140. He should be helping to shape Creekside’s direction for years to come. The church should 
always be multi-generational. But for us to advance; to reach the people who are moving here; 
we need younger believers to step up, and step in to leadership. They have the growing 
networks of influence. And we need older leaders to leave a legacy of developing the next 
generation, so that they have an impact that far outlives them.   

For the next two weeks, we’re going to talk about transition, because that’s what 2 
Timothy 4 is all about. We’re nearing the end of our series on Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy, 
entitled “Be Strong,” which is the theme of this letter. This was a dark time for the church; a 
time when strong leadership was desperately needed. The church faced external pressure. The 
Emperor Nero had declared war on the church, and Christians were being routinely tortured 
and killed. The church also faced internal dissension. Some Christians were turning from the 
gospel to embrace new and heretical ideas. Additionally, the church was in a period of 
transition. The first generation of disciples were dying. The age of the apostles was coming to 
an end. And a new generation – Timothy’s generation – was about to take its place. And that’s 
why Paul ends his letter by charging Timothy to be strong, and take the mantle of leadership; to 
continue Paul’s ministry. And over the next few weeks, we’ll think about what this means for 
us, as we walk through transition. This week I’ll speak to those of us who are younger. And next 
week my dad will speak to those of you who are not younger.  

In today’s passage, Paul tells Timothy to do two things; first, Timothy must fulfill his 
ministry. He must assume greater responsibility for the church. Second, Timothy must follow 
Paul’s example. As Timothy steps into greater leadership, he must look to Paul for 
encouragement, and strength. So fulfill; and follow. Lean into ministry. And look to those 
who’ve come before you. And if you’re younger, or if you’re new to the faith, or if you’ve 
                                                           

3 William Vanderbloemen and Warren Bird, Next: Pastoral Succession That Works (Grand Rapids: Baker); 79.   
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thought about getting involved, but just haven’t taken that step – that’s my message to you this 
morning. 

1. Fulfill Your Ministry: Let’s look at the first point. In verses 1-5, Paul charges Timothy  
to lead. In verse 5, he says “fulfill your ministry.” That’s a summary of Paul’s charge. Timothy 
has begun to lead. But now he must fulfill God’s calling on his life. He has led with Paul. But 
soon, he will lead without Paul. And so Paul exhorts Timothy to step up, and fully own his role 
as a leader. And in verses 1-5, he gives Timothy the “why”, the “what”, the “where,” and the 
“how” of leadership. He tells Timothy why he should step into leadership; what he should do in 
leadership; where he will be leading; and how to conduct himself while leading.  

So let’s look at the “why.” Why should Timothy lead? What should motivate him? Paul 
tells us in verse 1; “I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to 
judge the living and the dead, and by His appearing and His kingdom…” (v. 1). Paul is 
commissioning Timothy for ministry. This is Timothy’s “oath of office.” And Paul’s charge 
couldn’t be more serious. He envisages himself in a heavenly courtroom. God the Father is 
present. And Jesus Christ – the Judge of the Universe – presides over this hearing. And here’s 
the implication; Jesus himself will hold Timothy accountable for how he ministers. 

Notice that Paul begins and ends this passage by speaking of Christ’s return. In verse 8, 
Paul speaks of Christ as the “righteous Judge” who will reward him, along with all who’ve been 
faithful. Now think about this; Paul is about to be tried and executed by the most powerful 
government in the world. But he doesn’t fear that trial. Instead, he’s in awe of Christ. He knows 
the true day of reckoning is coming, when Christ – the judge to end all judges – will evaluate his 
life, along with the life of every human who has ever lived. And Paul lived every day in light of 
that day. One writer calls this his “motivational horizon.”4 And Paul frames his charge to 
Timothy with this reality. He wants Timothy to adopt his perspective; to minister as one who 
will give an account to Christ. That’s Timothy’s motivation.  

And that’s our motivation. Christians are saved by grace. We’re not saved because we’re 
good, but because Jesus is good. When we trust in Jesus, we’re saved from condemnation. And 
yet, we aren’t exempt from Christ’s judgment. Make no mistake, we will appear before Jesus. 
And our works will be assessed. And Jesus will reward us depending on how we’ve lived. Now, 
for believers, this isn’t a matter of gaining heaven. Jesus has already secured heaven for us. It’s 
a matter of gaining rewards in heaven. Jesus will evaluate our lives. And he will bestow – or 
withhold – rewards in heaven depending on our faithfulness in this life.      

All of us live to fulfill someone’s expectations. It might be your parents. Or, it might be 
your spouse, or your kids, or a boss. It might some inner circle of cool people. Maybe we feel a 
little rush of dopamine when our post gets a lot of “likes.” Or, we get sad, or anxious, when no 
one pays attention. Maybe you have high expectations for yourself, and you’re always beating 
yourself up. But ultimately, a Christian lives to fulfill just one person’s expectations, and that’s 
                                                           

4 Philip Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus (NICNT: Grand Rapids, 2006); 598.  
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Jesus. He’s the King, who loves us more than we love ourselves. So we live to please him. And, 
we live in light of his final exam.   

My college roommate and I had the spiritual gift of “successful procrastination.” We 
knew how to waste tons of time – and I mean, tons – yet cram at the very end, and get good 
grades. During all-nighters, we’d look at each other and say, “what did we do all semester?” 
And then we’d shrug, and laugh, and keep feverishly studying or writing. We’d sprint to our 
classes. We’d submit term papers two-minutes late. The ink would still be wet on the page. And 
yet, we did fine. And we never learned to manage our time well, because we didn’t suffer the 
consequences of stewarding it poorly. We always had “just enough time.”  

And I think there’s a temptation to view the Christian life this way; especially when 
we’re young; to think, “there will always be time…later.” “I’ll step into ministry later. I’ll serve 
my community…later; share my faith later; be generous with my money; read the Bible, learn 
how to pray…later.” I used to think that at some point, I’d take my walk with Jesus seriously. 
It’d just sorta magically happen. But here’s the problem; we can’t cram for this final. This life is 
the exam. Jesus is assessing how we’re living now. We’re accountable for this time. And there’s 
no guarantee that we’ll have time later. And if you’re younger, Paul’s exhortation is to take 
ministry seriously now. This moment is a stewardship from Jesus. So live like someone who will 
give an account to Jesus for this moment, and every moment after. That’s our motivation; 
that’s the “why.”    

Next, Paul gives Timothy the “what”. He tells Timothy what to do in his leadership role. 
In verse 2, he says, “Preach the word.” Here, “the word,” refers back to the inspired word of 
God – the Bible – which Paul just talked about in chapter 3. Paul is telling Timothy to preach 
from the Bible. He says, “Be ready in season and out of season.” In other words, “be prepared to 
talk preach the Bible when it’s convenient, and when it’s inconvenient; when it’s easy, and when 
it’s difficult.” “Reprove.” Use the Bible to correct faulty thinking. “Rebuke.” Use the Bible to 
confront sin. “Exhort.” Use the Bible to motivate people; to help them press on in their faith. 
Timothy must devote himself to these activities.   

And notice the parallels between this verse, and the end of chapter 3, which we looked 
at last week. In chapter 3, Paul says Scripture is profitable for teaching. Here, he tells Timothy 
to carry out his ministry with “great instruction;” which could also be translated, “careful 
teaching.” In chapter 3, Paul says Scripture is profitable for “reproof” and “correction” (3:16). 
Here, he tells Timothy to “reprove” and “rebuke.” In chapter 3 (v. 16), Paul says Scripture is 
profitable for “training in righteousness.” Here, he tells Timothy to exhort; to spur people on 
towards righteous living. So in chapter 3, Paul tells Timothy what Scripture is useful for. And  
now, in chapter 4, he says, “Timothy, put the Bible to good use.” Timothy knows the Bible. 
Timothy is applying the Bible. But now, he must teach the Bible to others. He must take  
personal responsibility for instructing this church.  

Now, not everyone is called to teach from a stage. But every believer is called to make  
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disciples; to help people follow Jesus. And according to Jesus, we make disciples by teaching  
them the word (Matthew 28:19). And this is the most fundamental way we take ownership of 
the church’s mission; by personally helping someone else understand the Bible, and apply it.  

And in my mind, two basic questions emerge from this? First, “what knowledge have I 
acquired?” And second, “who can I give it away to?” What do I have? What has God taught me 
from Scripture? And who can I share it with? Maybe it’s someone in your Community Group, 
who’s younger in the faith. Maybe it’s a teenager you’re connected with. Maybe it’s a co-
worker. Maybe you could teach Sunday school here. And obviously, if you have kids, you can 
start by teaching them the word. According to Scripture, that’s our primary job as parents. And 
you might say, “Jeff, that sounds great, but I’m not ready for that.” Now, for some of you, that 
might be the case. But for many of you, I don’t think it is. Listen, if you’ve grown up with the 
word; or, if you’ve walked with Jesus for a few years, you probably know much more than you 
think you do. You have more to give away than you realize. 

Think about it this way. Humor me for a moment, with a little thought experiment. 
Imagine that you’re a marketer (and perhaps you are). And you’ve been working in your 
profession for several years. But you’re a remarkably committed marketer. In fact, you try to 
get up early in the morning, and read about marketing. And you pray, “God help me to be an 
amazing marketer.” And occasionally, you hang out with a small group of marketers. And you 
encourage each other to market better. And then, on Sundays – on your day off – you go to this 
marketing conference. And you sing songs about the greatness of marketing, to kindle your 
affections for it. And then, someone gets up and gives a seminar on marketing. And you do this 
every single week. Now imagine that I’m your boss. And I come up to you and say, “hey, Cheryl 
is new here, could you take her under your wing and teach her about marketing?” Imagine if 
you said, “well…I just…I just don’t know what I’d say. I just need to learn more.” See, that’s the 
position some of us are in. You’ve accumulated a massive amount of knowledge. You are 
bursting at the seams! You need to give that away to someone. It’s as simple as saying, “Let’s 
open the Bible. Let’s drink coffee. Let’s see what it says.” Put the Bible to use. Give away what 
you’ve received. That’s how each of us takes ownership of the church’s mission.    

So Paul gives Timothy the motivation for leadership; the why. Then, he tells Timothy 
what to do as he leads; to teach the word. Next, Paul gives Timothy, “the where.” He describes 
the environment in which Timothy will lead. And it’s not a friendly one. He says, “For the time 
will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they 
will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires; 4 and will turn away 
their ears from the truth, and will turn aside to myths.” (vv. 3-4) 

Timothy is entering hostile territory. Remember, people within his church are being 
seduced by false teaching. And Paul says that before it gets better, it’s going to get worse. 
People will have an insatiable appetite for garbage; for anything that’s novel, or edgy, or 
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speculative. Ultimately, they’ll seek out teaching that accords with their lusts; teaching that 
reinforces what they want to believe and, that encourages them to act out on their sinful  
desires. Paul says these people will “accumulate” false teachers. They’ll collect them. And then, 
they’ll create this echo-chamber in which truth is drowned out by falsehood. That’s the 
environment Timothy is entering. He’s not preaching to the choir. He’s preaching to a mob. And 
now we can see why Paul says in verse 2, “Be ready in season [when the time is favorable], and 
out of season [when the time is unfavorable].” Timothy’s ministry is going to be difficult; it’s 
going to be inconvenient. And Paul is preparing him for this.  

And this is crucial for us to remember, as we think about taking ownership of the 
church’s mission. Now, we might not face challenges like Timothy did. But the reality is that 
owning the mission of the church is always costly. Getting momentum is hard. People change 
slowly. And usually, opportunities don’t come at opportune times.   

Last night, I was working on my talk. Kashelle is at the women’s retreat. I’m watching 
the kids. I’m trying to get prepped for this morning. I’ve got a million things on my mind. And 
one of my kids runs up to me and says, “Daddy, guess what? So and so taught me how to 
lie…and get away with it.” Now, in that moment, I couldn’t say, “you know I’m busy. I’ve got 
more important things to do than discourage you from becoming a pathological liar,” right? No, 
this is the teachable moment. So I had to sit down and have a talk, even though my kid wasn’t 
really listening. And then I shared a bunch of verses that were probably too complicated. And 
then I said some pretty complex things about trust, and intimacy and relationships; and how 
lying keeps us from being fully known and fully loved; and my kid didn’t really get any of that. 
But that’s how ministry happens. It’s work. It’s inconvenient. People aren’t always dialed in. 
And it doesn’t always go according to plan.  

But if we wait for convenience, it may never come. Ecclesiastes 11:4 says, “He who 
watches the wind will not sow and he who looks at the clouds will not reap.” If you wait for just 
the right time, you won’t get anything done. There’s always a cost. Joining a Community Group 
is costly. Routines might be upset. Schedules might have to be shifted. If you’re in a Community 
Group, and want to start a new one, it’s going to be costly. Leaving a group is difficult. Starting a 
group can be frustrating. It takes time to build momentum. We need people to mentor Middle 
Schoolers and High Schoolers. But building a mentoring relationship takes time. Trust needs to 
be earned. There’s nothing automatic about it. Maybe you have a passion for blessing the 
community. You think our church could do something to help this city flourish. That’s 
wonderful. It’ll be costly. Maybe you have a passion for something to happen that we haven’t 
even thought about. I hope you do. But it’ll take time. Getting traction is usually hard. And I’m 
saying this to encourage you. It’s all worth doing. It’s just that most things worth doing are 
tiring. Listen, I’m not telling you to burn out, or take on too much. I’m just saying that advancing 
the mission is never convenient. So if you’re not engaged in ministry, don’t assume that a 
perfect opportunity will come.    
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Paul tells Timothy why to take the baton of leadership. He tells him what to do. He 
prepares him for where he’s about to minister. And fourth, he gives Timothy the, “how.” He 
shows Timothy how to conduct himself in a difficult setting. In verse 5, he says, “But you, be 
sober in all things, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.”  

In other words, “stick it out.” Keep a clear head. Don’t be swayed by false teachers. 
Don’t be seduced by their lies, or their sinful lifestyle. Keep sharing the gospel. Lean in to this 
calling. Timothy is dealing with difficult people. Change will come slowly. And that’s why, in 
verse 2, Paul tells Timothy to carry out his ministry with, “great patience and great, [or careful] 
instruction.” Timothy must be patient, and persistent in teaching the truth.     

Change is slow. George Hunter is a scholar who studies the conversion process; how 
people come to faith. And he says that conversion results from a chain of experiences. And that 
chain typically has about 30 links.5 A person generally has 30 interconnected “God-experiences” 
– unique circumstances or positive interactions with believers before crossing the threshold of 
faith. People come to faith slowly. People grow slowly. Change takes time. And this cuts against 
our culture. We live in an age of instant information, and instant impact. And people go from 
job to job, city to city, and relationship to relationship, looking for meaning and purpose. And it 
doesn’t come; because those things take time. I heard someone say that young people tend to 
overestimate what they can do in the short-term, and underestimate what they can do in the 
long-term. I love that. Getting traction requires patience. Seeing Creekside become the church 
we long for it to become will take patience. Seeing the Bay Area transformed for Jesus will take 
great patience. Owning the mission of the church means taking the long view. It means 
committing to ministering to people when it’s easy, and when it’s not.     

2. Follow My Example: Jesus is coming back. Lean in. Teach the word. Stick it out  
through difficulty. That’s Paul’s charge to Timothy. And as Timothy carries out this charge, he is 
to look to Paul, and his example. In verse 7, “For I am already being poured out as a drink 
offering, and the time of my departure has come.” Paul’s words pulsate with urgency, don’t 
they? He is very solemn. And now we see why? Paul is about to die; to depart from the world. 
He thinks the process has already started. His death is inevitable. And he describes it as a drink 
offering. In other words, Paul’s death will be an offering of worship to God. Why? Because Paul 
is dying for his faith. He is dying for his allegiance to Jesus. This must have been a traumatic 
time for Timothy. He’s walking into a challenging situation. And he will do so without his 
spiritual father, Paul. So Paul ends the passage on a note of encouragement. He says, 

He says, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the course, I have kept the faith; 8 
in the future there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous 
Judge, will award to me on that day; and not only to me, but also to all who have loved His 
appearing” (vv. 7-8). Paul makes three declarations. And they’re all in the perfect tense; the 
tense of completion. He has fought the good fight. He has labored to advance the Kingdom. He 
                                                           

5 The Apostolic Congregation: Church Growth Reconceived for a New Generation (Nashville: Abingdon, 2009).  
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has finished the race; he has run with aim. And he has kept the faith. He has protected the 
Christian message. He has guarded it. And now, it’s being safely transferred to the next 
generation. And that’s why Paul is confident that on the day of Christ’s return, he will receive a 
crown. Jesus, the judge, will reward his faithfulness. Christ will make him finally and completely 
righteous.  

Now, some have accused Paul of self-aggrandizement here. They think Paul is beating 
his chest, and proclaiming his own faithfulness. But I don’t think that’s Paul’s intent. Paul isn’t 
saying these things for his sake, but for Timothy’s. He saying, “Timothy, I’ve reached the end. It’s 
possible to complete the race. I did it. You can do it too. This is the reward awaiting all who are 
faithful.” That’s why Paul says that the reward is for everyone who longs for Christ’s return. Paul 
is encouraging Timothy to follow his example. 

And as we step into ministry, we need the example and encouragement of older, more 
mature believers in the faith. They’ve been through what we’re about to go through. They have 
won battles that we’re fighting. They see errors we cannot see. They’ve weathered storms that 
we’re about to weather. They have hard-won answers to questions we’re asking. When we say, 
“life is amazing! Everything is perfect!” they are the ones to say, “ok, don’t get ahead of 
yourself.” When we say, “life is terrible, there’s no way past this!” they are the ones to say, “ride 
it out, God’s in this.” We need that steadying, guiding presence in our lives. Those spiritual 
mothers and fathers can save us a whole lot of trouble. And the practical question is, “who is 
that person in my life?” Ask yourself that. And if you don’t have one, start asking God to bring 
that person into your life.  

In early 2013, my dad and I were talking. And for the first time, he dropped the “s 
word”; succession. We talked about the future, and what it would look like for me to succeed 
him as Senior Pastor. And over the next few months, I wrestled with that proposition. I prayed. I 
sought lots of counsel. And almost everyone I spoke with was supportive of the idea. But 
internally, I was saying, “no, no, no!” In my heart of hearts, I didn’t want to succeed my dad. For 
years, I’d wanted to plant a church. I’d convinced myself that God was calling me to do that. 
We’d moved back to the Bay Area to plant a church. I’d tell Kashelle all the time, “honey, we’re 
going to plant a church!” And she say, “eh, ok.” And I just couldn’t let go of that dream. And in 
the early fall of 2013, I almost left Creekside to candidate for a church planting residency at a 
friend’s church. I sincerely wanted to start a church. But underneath that desire was a powerful 
fear. I didn’t want to succeed my dad; because I didn’t want to ruin his life’s work; to destroy 
my dad’s church. Now obviously, this is not my dad’s church. Creekside is Jesus’ church. But as a 
son, it’s very tempting to think that way. I’d much rather fail at my own thing, than disappoint 
my dad, and fail at “his” thing. And yet, over the course of the next year, God changed my 
heart. And he made it clear through so many people, and in so many ways, that I wasn’t free to 
leave Creekside. And not only was I not free to leave; but it became clear that God had for me 
here. And one day, I said to Kashelle, “you know, I think I should succeed my dad here.” And she 
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said, “well that’s what I thought you should’ve done all along.” And so I stand before you today, 
earnestly desiring this role. I’m confident in God’s purposes for us. I want to see Creekside 
endure; and not just survive, but expand and multiply. I truly believe that our future can be 
greater than our past. But that won’t happen simply because I take my dad’s place. That will 
happen as one generation passes the faith on to the next. So if you’re younger, I want to ask 
you, “are you in this?” Are you committed to seeing Creekside flourish into the future; and 
reach this place that so desperately needs to know the love of Jesus? Please, talk to me. I’ll buy 
you a cup of coffee, and we’ll talk about your hopes and dreams and fears for this church. If 
you’re older, talk to me. This is a conversation we all have together. Let’s pray.  
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