29th July 2007 Trinity 8   Col.2.6-15,  Luke 11.1-13

God-given Faith
 

A few years ago a bishop in the Anglican church set out what he believed to be the ten most important tenets of the Christian faith for the present day:

1)  The traditional way of defining God is no longer appropriate and so it is nonsense to think of Jesus as the incarnation of God.
2)  The Biblical picture of creation and fall is pre-Darwin and so also nonsense.
3)  Biology makes the virgin birth impossible.
4)  Miracles in a post-Newtonian world no longer make sense.
5)  The message of the cross as a sacrifice for our sins is barbaric and based on primitive views of God.
6)  The resurrection means simply that Jesus was raised into the meaning of God, and so it is not an event in human history.
7)  The ascension also makes no sense in a post-Copernican age.
8)  No set of ethical laws can govern behaviour for all time.
9)  Our hope of heaven is bad because it forces some people to convert through fear.
10)  Prayer won't work.
 

St Paul says to this man, "See to it that no-one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ."  (Colossians 2:8)  Never mind, Darwin, Newton or Copernicus (or 'copper knickers' depending on what you could get away with at school), what about the gospel you have received?
 

Using similar words, Paul wrote to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 15:3-4), "For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures."  The gospels tell us about Christ, they tell us the facts - that means, quite literally, the things done.  And having started with them, we must go on and not be diverted into the sort of heresy that I just read to you.
 

All aspirations towards holiness and truth are good, but they should be set in the context of scripture, where Jesus is the focus.  In any spiritual search there is a danger that it becomes selfish or self-indulgent rather than Christ-centred, that we take ourselves as the authoritative context for spirituality - and that danger is as real now as ever before.  Too much of what I hear about Christian ministry, worship and prayer is centred on how it makes me feel, how it fulfils my calling, and how popular it might make us.
 

Paul was worried by the way the early church was adding to or taking away from the things of Christ - depending on human thinking.  Even when only a few years old, the church was discarding certain God-given truths in favour of man-made ones, and adding burdens of ritual and ceremony that just shouldn't have been there.  In talking about a gospel that is 'passed on', Paul is talking about something given that is handed on from person to person, not something you can sit down and work out or construct for yourself.  One of the key characteristics of the Christian faith is that it is a revealed faith - it's been given to us by God and not been discovered though our own endeavours.
 

Theology begins with God, philosophy begins with man - and the starting point makes all the difference to the way you go.  St John once wrote (1 Jn.4:19), 'We love because he first loved us.'  Jesus said to his disciples (Jn.15:16), 'You did not choose me, but I chose you.'
 

Our reading from Colossians and the gospel reading are both meant to encourage us to understand the love the father has for us, "If you, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give to those who ask!" (Luke 11:13)
 

A typical example of muddled thinking is in this area of love and worth or value.  Today, we have learnt to love that which is worthy.  This means that image, performance, skill, brains, financial value or external beauty have become all important.  But, as Jesus and John tried to point out, we've got it the wrong way round.  Instead of something being loved because it is worthy, the Christian gospel is that something is worthy because it is loved.  The world looks at you, looks what you've got to offer and then decides if that makes you worth knowing and loving.  God looks at you and loves you, and in that loving he makes you worthy.
 

I can't think of anything I could achieve in my lifetime that God couldn't achieve without my help in just the twinkling of an eye.  There's no need to add anything to the gospel that we have been handed down - what God has given us is sufficient.
 

Apparently, for many years, Rolls Royce wouldn't tell anyone the brake horse power of their cars.  When asked by people who wanted to know and compare, the reply was always simply, 'Adequate.'
 

We might not fully understand all there is in Christ, you can't get a full technical spec to convince you of his power, but 'adequate' is a start when it comes to wondering what power and authority he has and so whether we can have faith in him and the message he proclaimed.
 

Don't let anyone trick you with their ways of reaching the divine; we have already reached those heights, "In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ."  (Colossians 2:9-10a)  We are already partakers of the divine nature - through faith, we believe.  And the root meaning of the word, 'belief' in the New Testament is, 'to give one's heart to.'
 

When the disciples criticised children for crowding round Jesus (Mark 10:13), they assumed their adult spirituality was better, they had worked it out more fully than the children possibly could.
Jesus rebuked them because he knew that belief, as in giving your heart to someone, was much easier for the children.  We might think, 'older and wiser,' but not Jesus.  I heard of a child who chopped his way through the back of his wardrobe after reading the Narnia Chronicles.  We've all seen children examining the chimney on Christmas Eve and marvelling that Father Christmas could fit down such a small hole.  This childlike belief, giving of the heart, is not this world's way of doing things - but it is God's.  It may not be what we would have decided was right or what we would have constructed on our own, but it is what we have received, what has been revealed to us.
 

And the good news, Paul says, is that in receiving Christ we move from emptiness to fullness; from living in this sinful body to living by God's spirit; from death to life; and from captivity to freedom.  'When you were dead in your sins, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, and cancelled the written code, nailing it to the cross.'  The debt has been cancelled, the slate wiped clean and we are now partakers of the divine nature in Christ.  What we have received is the truth, and we can pass it on ourselves with all the confidence we need.
