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Fan into flame the gift of God that is in you… 

I love the story of that great hymn Amazing Grace and of how its author, John Newton, an East End 

lad who went to sea and became a slave trader, came to faith in a storm and, having had this 

encounter with God, became instead a great campaigner for the abolition of slavery. 

Except, that that’s not quite how it happened.  Newton did indeed have a spiritual conversion 

following a storm in which the boat he was on nearly sank. He remembered the date – 10 March 

1748 – for the rest of his life. He started reading his Bible and his behaviour, which had been that of 

a drinking, swearing, gambling sailor – changed.  And yet he continued to work in the slave trade, 

and actually captained slave ships on three voyages over the next six years.  Looking back on this 

period some years later, he said "I was greatly deficient in many respects. I cannot consider myself 

to have been a believer in the full sense of the word, until a considerable time afterwards." 

John Newton was a changed man in time – he was ordained in 1764 and later served as vicar of St 

Mary Woolnoth in the City of London for twenty-eight years, during which time he worked tirelessly, 

like Wilberforce and Equiano, for the abolition of the slave trade. He had the joy of finally seeing the 

Slave trade Act passed in parliament shortly before he died in 1807. And yet the change that God 

worked in him took time as the spark of faith was fanned into flame by the work of the Holy Spirit 

within him. Evan as a priest, Newton wrote “I am not the man I ought to be, I am not the man I wish 

to be, and I am not the man I hope to be, but by the grace of God I am not the man I used to be.” 

Many of us will be able to point to a time or date when we became aware of God’s love for us and of 

his call on our lives. There is rejoicing in heaven when a person makes the decision to turn to Christ. 

And yet that is only the start of a journey of faith in which we need to allow God to mould our lives, 

through prayer and worship, through reading our Bibles, and by allowing the Holy Spirit to work 

within us day by day. “Fan into flame the gift of God that is within you”, writes Paul to Timothy, 

because he longs to see Timothy blossom as a man and as a follower of Jesus Christ, through the 

grace of God. 

Paul goes on to describe that grace as being ‘revealed through the appearing of our Saviour Jesus 

Christ’. In some translations, the word ‘appearing’ is shown as ‘epiphany’, which I think is a better 

word. An epiphany is when something is revealed to us in a new way, or when we suddenly feel that 

we understand, or suddenly become conscious of, something that is very important. When we 

experience an epiphany, it can put everything we know into a new light and have a profound effect 

on us.   

I remember, years ago, taking our children on holiday to Scotland. We would drive overnight, leaving 

London in the early evening, first up the busy M1, around Birmingham, then the tedious drive up the 

M6 as the evening wore on, past Manchester and Preston and the Lake District onto the dark A74 

section until, past midnight, we would hit Glasgow.  And even though we were tired at that point, 

we would push on in the dark, along the windy road beside Loch Lomond, until the road started to 

climb and we were crossing Rannoch Moor, with the wind howling around us and the rain beating 

down. Then, as if things couldn’t get any harder, we would find ourselves at 3am in Glen Coe, the 

infamous Glen Coe. It’s hard to convey the exhaustion you feel at that point, at 3 o’clock in the 
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middle of the night, battered by wind and rain, unable to sleep, on a steep and dangerous road with 

rocks all around you.  

Summoning up the last ounces of energy, you decide to drive on.  And then something rather 

wonderful happens. After a while, the all-enveloping darkness of the night around you begins to 

recede. You start to be able to pick out features on the mountains around you. And then – wonder 

of wonder – dawn comes, and the light of the sun floods the valley and the glorious sight of forests 

and heather and the Highlands in all their spectacular beauty opens up before you. With renewed 

energy and excitement, you press on to your destination and breakfast.    

Life can often feel like Glen Coe in the middle of the night. We can feel quite alone and beset by our 

fears. Or worn down by everything beyond our control.  If that’s you, let me encourage you to fan 

into flame the gift of God that is within you. And if you can’t summon the strength to do that, to ask 

God to fan into flame the faith that you have within you. And to persist in that, so that as the love 

and grace of our Saviour Jesus Christ is revealed to you, your life might be filled with light and hope, 

just as surely as the Highlands of Scotland at dawn. And so that, just as the shadows on the bedroom 

wall that frightened us as children turned out to be so much less frightening in the light of day, the 

things that trouble us in our dark times become so much less in the light of Christ, who (as Paul 

writes) ‘abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel.’ 

Finally, there is so much encouragement for those seeking to follow Christ in Paul’s declaration that 

‘God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-

discipline’.  There will be challenging times for us all, but the Holy Spirit at work in us gives us power 

to face those challenges. There will be things that we need to confront, but the love of God enables 

us to do that with love towards others. And there will be times when others seem out of control, but 

the Holy Spirit enables us to act with self-discipline – or, what other translations call ‘self-control’. 

When we act in the power of the Spirit, full of God’s love, and exercising self-discipline, God can do 

great things in us and through us. 

Lord of creation, 

Whose glory is around and within us, 

Open our eyes to your wonders 

That we may serve you with reverence 

And know your peace at our lives’ end, 

Through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen.   

   

 

 


