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Here I Am 

Part Two – It’s the least I can do! 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Psalm 92:1-4 

Reading from the New Testament:  1Timothy 1:12-18 

It’s the least I could do! That’s a curious turn of phrase, isn’t it? It 

is particularly vexing when you consider its intent. It’s the least I could 

do! It is a word offered when expressing gratitude for someone through 

an act of kindness, assistance, or maybe a small gift. It’s the least I 

could do! Through it, you are expressing a willingness to have done 

more for the person as a sign of respect or possibly gratitude for their 

leadership, generosity, courage, or influence. It warms the heart of both 

the recipient and the giver. 

And yet, I still don’t know that I get it. It’s the least I could do! 

That’s a good thing? I’ve been working in churches for over half my life 

and over the years I’ve seen any number of folks doing the least they 

could do, and it didn’t exactly warm my heart. I recall someone telling 

me he was so angry about some church decision that he was going to 

withdraw his pledge. Turns out, he hadn’t made one … ever. I thought, 

Dude, if you’re gonna use that old, cliched “withdraw my pledge” tactic, 

you might want to have one!   Oh well, it was the least he could do. I had 
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a disappointing encounter with a bank teller recently and were my wits 

a bit quicker and my spirit a bit bolder, I might have said, Wow! 

Thanks! You actually just did the least you could do.  

Now, I don’t know about you but I’ll own up to this: Back in junior 

high school when the teacher would give us an assignment to write a 

paper, they would always, always, knowing us well, always mandate a 

minimum length; and whether it was two pages or six pages, it didn’t 

matter, we’d go home and practice doubling the size of our cursive 

letters so that we could reduce the effort we put into actually writing 

the paper by half. Truly, it was … the least I could do. Had I the moxie, 

when the teacher thanked me for handing the paper in on time, I could 

have said, Hey, no problem. Least I could do.  

It is a curious thing to say, even when our intentions are good, and 

we mean it in a positive way. A guy helps you move in your apartment 

and you buy him dinner. Walking out of the Denny’s, he says thanks, 

and you say… It’s the least I could do! Can’t you imagine him then 

thinking, You know, those pancakes were tasty, but yeah, you could have 

done better than this. We could have had steak. I mean, that sofa was a 

beast to get up those stairs.  
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It’s the least I could do! It’s an expression of gratitude, but is 

gratitude best expressed by the least we can do? If our gratitude is deep, 

wouldn’t we be aiming for something beyond the least we can do? At the 

end of the day, wouldn’t we rather be echoing the athlete after the 

competition. We left it all out on the field today. 

There are many worthy goals where it would be good for us to do 

the least we can do – Your carbon footprint; wasteful spending; blaming 

others; lying; breaking a promise – all things from which the world and 

our communities would benefit from our doing the least we can do. But 

gratitude, deep gratitude and thanksgiving, calls for something more 

than the least. How does the life you live reflect the gratitude you feel? 

Or have your wants so outpaced your gratefulness that the least is all 

that’s left. 

In the first century, when you sat down to write a letter, it was a 

common practice if not an expectation to open the letter with a few 

words of thanksgiving to the recipient. You see this in most of Paul’s 

letters. To the Romans, Paul said, “First, I thank my God through Jesus 

Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over the 

world.” To the Ephesians, he wrote, “ever since I heard about your faith 
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in the Lord Jesus and your love for all God’s people, I have not stopped 

giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers.” To the 

Philippians, Paul wrote, “I thank my God every time I remember you.  

In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your 

partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.” 

One exception to this is the introduction in his letter to the 

Galatians to whom he skips the thanks and immediately shifts into 

beast mode, “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one 

who called you to live in the grace of Christ and are turning to a 

different gospel— which is really no gospel at all.” Whoa! I think he’s 

ticked. Yet, for the most part Paul expresses his gratitude for the 

letter’s recipient. 

To Timothy, Paul includes the thanksgiving, but it is not directed 

to Timothy per se. Rather, it is directed toward the Lord with Paul 

gushing over the grace and mercy that God has showered upon him, 

and there is no denying it, Paul’s experience is quite a story. Recounted 

in the book of Acts, the tale of Paul’s conversion testifies to a radical 

transformation wrought through the love of Christ. Before Paul was an 

evangelist, he was a fire-breathing Pharisee. We meet him at the scene 
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of a murder, a vigilante execution, a stoning. Known as Saul back then, 

Paul did not cast any stones as the mob surrounded the young disciple 

of Christ named Stephen. However, in order for the assailants to 

unleash their fastballs unencumbered, Paul volunteered to hold their 

coats. 

From there, a severe persecution began against the church in 

Jerusalem and we read that “Saul was ravaging the church by entering 

house after house; dragging off both men and women, he committed 

them to prison.” Talk about radical conversion! Saul becomes Paul, and 

it’s not just the name that has changed. How does one get from ravaging 

churches to building churches? How does one go from persecuting 

Christians to baptizing them?  

Well, as the Pharisaic rampage roared toward Damascus, Paul got 

a call. Put another way, the Lord decided it was time … better call Saul. 

“Suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the 

ground and heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why do you 

persecute me?" He asked, "Who are you, Lord?" The reply came, "I am 

Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But get up and enter the city, and 

you will be told what you are to do."  
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Reflecting on this encounter and its impact, Paul writes Timothy, 

“I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, 

because he judged me faithful and appointed me to his service, even 

though I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a man of 

violence … The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ 

Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the foremost. 

But for that very reason I received mercy, so that in me, as the 

foremost, Jesus Christ might display the utmost patience, making me 

an example to those who would come to believe in him for eternal life.” 

Paul acknowledges here that, puffed up by his own self-

righteousness and narrow mindedness, he had assumed he was serving 

God when in reality he was wounding God; and yet, the Lord had seen 

something worth salvaging, a passion God could redirect. And here, 

Paul is clear to confess that his transformation was not just something 

he couldn’t accomplish alone; it was something he couldn’t accomplish 

at all. At the core of Paul’s message is that redemption is always God’s 

act; never our accomplishment. Indeed, in Ephesians, Paul’s theology is 

summarized best: “By grace you have been saved, and this is not your 

own doing.” That is what Paul discovered on that Damascus highway. 
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His gratitude for God’s act would pilot his days for the rest of his life. 

From that point forward, you wouldn’t hear Paul say, nor would you 

hear anyone observing Paul’s life say, it’s the least he could do.  

In his missionary journeys, Paul would be repeatedly beaten, 

frequently shipwrecked, survive the kind of stoning that killed Stephen, 

endure toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and 

thirsty, often without food. Reflecting on his journey, Paul would say 

emphatically, “I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 

persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am 

weak, then I am strong.” For Paul, it was never the least he could do; it 

was all about the utmost the Lord could accomplish through him. 

Gratitude was at the heart of his resume and would drive all his efforts. 

But why would Paul divert from his usual habit and open his 

letter, skipping the pleasantries of gratitude for Timothy in order to 

declare his gratitude to God for his own story of redemption? I believe 

we find the clue to that in verse 18 – “I am giving you these 

instructions, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies 

made earlier about you, so that by following them you may fight the 

good fight.” 
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How does Paul’s gratitude for his own journey equip Timothy for 

the good fight?  Well, if it is Timothy’s mission, his hope to effectively 

convey our redemption wrought in Christ, he needs a narrative. And 

what better narrative are you going to find to explain the power of God 

to redirect, reframe, transform, and give purpose and meaning to your 

life or my life than the evolution from Saul to Paul. Christ’s oppressor 

becomes Christ’s evangelist. The ultimate hater becomes the primary 

witness to the power of Christ.  

The fourth Century bishop of Constantinople, John Chrysostom, 

framed it this way: “Suppose a populous city, all whose inhabitants 

were wicked, some more so, some less, …” but suppose one poor wretch 

is especially culpable. “If it were declared that the king was willing to 

pardon all, it would not be so readily believed, as if they were to see this 

most wicked wretch actually pardoned” – so it was with Paul, whom 

God “chose as the object of His mercy, him who was a sinner more than 

any.” 

From that point forward, no one could ever place a limit on what 

God can do. No one could ever claim that that their life was without 
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worth, beyond repair, void of purpose, incapable of change. Luther put 

it well, “God can carve the rotten wood, and ride the lame horse.” 

Imagine being a member of Timothy’s new congregation, and 

you’re feeling lost, without purpose, and maybe a touch of that self-

loathing that feeds depression, self-destructive behavior or addiction. 

Maybe you feel left behind, or left out ...  significantly insignificant. 

You’re not sucking the marrow out of life. Life has sucked the marrow 

out of you. There’s no longer much difference between the least you can 

do and the most you can do. You see other people growing, purposeful, 

capable of joy, engaged with life and community, but you’re not feeling 

it. You may even be resenting it.  

Your trust reservoir is pretty dry, and though you don’t have 

much confidence in it, your feet lead you somehow to Timothy after the 

service in the rare moment when he’s alone, and timidly you share your 

fear of the black hole threatening to swallow you. Sensing your anxiety, 

Timothy’s mind is scrambling through the wisdom file in his brain to 

come up with the words to ease your angst. But suddenly he stops. He 

looks you in the eye, nods his head, pulls a letter out of his pocket and 

says, “Let me tell you a story.” 
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Folks like Whitney, Jessica, Rebecca, and I are often approached 

by individuals, who in the midst of crisis or strain or floundering want 

to know if we have something they can read to help them figure a way 

out or a way forward. Now, my bandwidth is embarrassingly thin, and I 

have to admit that Dewey never got around to organizing my inner card 

catalogue; but yes, I do have something for you to read. It may not be 

what you think you’re looking for and your worldly-wise cynicism may 

doubt its value, but I do have something for you to read.  

Our confessions say, “The Scriptures are not a witness among 

others, but the witness without parallel.” I do have something for you to 

read. It takes time, patience, and perseverance, and you’ll find it helpful 

to read it with others. We will always make another chair available in 

our Bible studies here. I do have something for you to read, and if you’re 

willing to stick with it, you will find that you’re not reading it alone; for 

the very Spirit of God will join the conversation between you and the 

text and the community of faith.  

God calls Paul; Paul invites Timothy; Timothy invites us to enter 

the story, open to the Spirit, that we may know that the gift of life is not 

about just surviving or getting by with the least you could do. Rather, 
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life is about the wonder of discovering what God can accomplish 

through you. It is the good fight. Amen.    

    

   


