Letter to the Church in Riverside

Sermon for the Seventh Sunday after Pentecost, July 15, 2007

Readings: Deuteronomy 30:9-14; Psalm 25; Colossians 1:1-14; Luke 10:25-37

Sermon text: To the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Colossae. Grace and peace from God our Father. Col. 1:2

This Sunday we begin as part of our three-year lectionary cycle to read St Paul’s letter to the Colossians. Like all scripture it is worth looking at not only as intended for its original audience but as addressed to us. And my question for this morning is: What would St Paul write in a letter to St Paul’s Riverside, if he were around today? What would he have to say to you? What gospel lesson, what moral exhortation, what commendation, what challenge, what rebuke? What prayer and what thanksgiving?

While you think about that let’s take a look at what he did write to the church at Colossae. Let’s take a close look at the beginning.

“Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus, by the will of God”—Paul characteristically emphasizes that he is an apostle neither as a result of his own choice or by election from the church but directly from the will of God through the call of Christ on the road to Damascus. 

“and Timothy our brother”—he often includes Timothy and other close disciples as co-authors of the his letters—to bolster their apostolic standing when he sends them and perhaps to note that Timothy is the secretary. 

“To the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Colossae.” The saints being not heroic but average Christians—both men and women, as is made clear in personal greetings at the end of the letter to Nympha, who held church in her house. Therefore this translation quite reasonably translates the Greek word for brothers as inclusive as well of women (sisters).

“Grace to you and peace form from God our Father.” Here it is instructive to note that Paul gathers together the classic Hebrew greeting, shalom, peace, and the usual Greek greeting, charis, grace. He does this in most of his letters—and I am assuming for this morning that the letter is genuinely Pauline, although this is a matter of scholarly dispute-- and it is emblematic of Christian theology, a union of Hebrew and Greek thought. It is also the alpha and omega, beginning and end of theology: for we have life and salvation purely as an act of God’s grace, in the beginning, and we are bound on a mission of shalom: peace, wholeness and reconciliation with God in the end.

So much for the “Dear brothers and sisters” part. Now we get to the content: “In our prayers for you we always thank God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ for we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints, because of the hope laid up for you in heaven.”

I have emphasized three key words—faith, love, and hope—what later theologians called the theological virtues. Certainly they are foundational for the life of a Christ, rooted in faith, stretching heavenward in hope, and extended to the world in love.

But there are other virtues Paul gives thanks and prays for on behalf of the saints in Colossae. There is the reason for hope and faith—the word of the gospel, the good news of God in Christ. It has been planted and has begun to bear fruit—the church in Colossae is an example.  Paul has heard about them from Epaphras and give thanks to God for them, and promises he will always keep them in his prayers that they may continue to grow in knowledge and wisdom and understanding—this is the seed that grows into faith and results in the fruit of good works. 

Paul then explicitly prays: “May you be made strong with the strength that comes from his glorious power, and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience, while joyfully giving thanks to the Father who has enabled you, who has called us, to share in Christ’s kingdom, in whom we have forgiveness of sins.”

Wow, this is deep water and I invite to reflect on this in your prayer and study time. What is the strength that comes form Gods’ power—as distinct from our own? What is the function of endurance and patience in the building of Christian character? Have you truly grasped the great good news of Gods’ forgiveness and acceptance of you? The gospel message is that Christ has freed and delivered us from darkness and captivity to sin, a life in which we are  hostile to others, worried about the future, anxious, selfish, addictive, judgmental. This is the way of the world, and it is so hard to get out of.

Have you ever tried to reach serenity by yourself? Remember the serenity episode of Seinfeld when Kramer keeps trying to repeat the mantra “Serenity Now!” while increasingly frustrated and angry until he finally explodes? Have you tried to escape a crippling addiction or feeling of resentment, envy, frustration—and found it impossible and dispiriting—like a diet plan that you can only stick to for a short while and then every thing slips back to status quo?

Or maybe you have been blessed with good habits and steely determination—up at 5, in shape, efficient, always keeping the family and relationship circle going, like that clown in the circus who has to keep spinning plates. But what is like inside at 3 am? Can you ever really receive the approval of a demanding father of meet the expectations of a judgmental spouse—or our own internal critic? The bar is always being raised and it gets harder and harder to sustain. Meanwhile woe to those who fall short of what you have been able to do. Am I speaking to anybody here?

Is there no way out? Either we are depressed losers or judgmental winners? Isn’t that how the world divides us? And it has a religious form: if we succeed we feel entitled to love of God on our merits, but if we fail, as we inevitably will, we fear God’s wrath. We face God out of fear not joy and thanksgiving. 

How do we escape this trap? The path does not go from sanctification —becoming more and more saintly—to justification —becoming accepted by God and in your own heart of hearts. But the other way: to grasp that God in Christ has forgiven and accepted you as you are—justification through grace so that you may be born into new life of freedom and grace, God’s power, resurrection life, transformed life, the life of faith and hope and love. 

That’s the good news that Paul and the other apostles never tire of telling. And it is the distortions of that message—either that works will win salvation or that the cross is not needed—that they always fight against.

And so what would Paul tell you here at Riverside. After giving thanks for your abundant gifts and for the acknowledgement of his apostleship by naming the church after him—and he was somewhat defensive on this score—what would he have to say to you? Would he give thanks for the generosity and love you have shown to all the saints, to the one in need whom we encounter, the one Jesus teaches us is the neighbor we are commanded to love? What kind of fruit is St Paul’s Riverside bearing these days?

Have you grown in faith and knowledge of God and done well in teaching your children and spreading word? 

You certainly have been abundantly blessed—look around, at where you worship, where you live, the fruit of your labor. You have been faithful stewards of a beautiful legacy.

But the key question I think Paul would ask is this: Are you living the kind of joyful redeemed life God intended for you? Are you growing in faith and showing the fruit of the Holy Spirit: joy, patience, kindness, love and the rest of the Christian virtues? 

And so I end as he might begin:

To the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Riverside. Grace to and peace from God our Father. I pray that you will grasp the biblical word of grace planted in your heart—not far, but close—the gospel of Christ—and show the world what a community of everyday saints can do in the power of God.
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