28th September 2008

Shipwreck and the Model of Christ

The Readings:

Eze 18:1-4  The word of the LORD came to me:  (2)  "What do you people mean by quoting this proverb about the land of Israel: "'The fathers eat sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge'?  (3)  "As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, you will no longer quote this proverb in Israel.  (4)  For every living soul belongs to me, the father as well as the son—both alike belong to me. The soul who sins is the one who will die.

Eze 18:25-32  "Yet you say, 'The way of the Lord is not just.' Hear, O house of Israel: Is my way unjust? Is it not your ways that are unjust?  (26)  If a righteous man turns from his righteousness and commits sin, he will die for it; because of the sin he has committed he will die.  (27)  But if a wicked man turns away from the wickedness he has committed and does what is just and right, he will save his life.  (28)  Because he considers all the offenses he has committed and turns away from them, he will surely live; he will not die.  (29)  Yet the house of Israel says, 'The way of the Lord is not just.' Are my ways unjust, O house of Israel? Is it not your ways that are unjust?  (30)  "Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall.  (31)  Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel?  (32)  For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live!
Php 2:1-13  If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion,  (2)  then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.  (3)  Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  (4)  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.  (5)  Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  (6)  Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped,  (7)  but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  (8)  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death— even death on a cross!  (9)  Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name,  (10)  that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth,  (11)  and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  (12)  Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling,  (13)  for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.
**************************
The reading from Ezekiel was an account of how early Israel continued to offend God by turning away from his ways. Of how some argued that it was unfair that he should condemn those who counted themselves among God’s chosen people, but had chosen their own ways instead of his. Of how they argued that it was even more unfair that God would accept those who had once been wicked, but had now turned to him.  
The prophet exhorts the people to change, get rid of all the offences they committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. To repent and live. 

And there is something of that call for change, to get a new heart and a new spirit, in the words of St Paul to the Philippian church: ‘Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus’, 
And that’s the sort of change we are going to consider this morning. 
Now I know that change is not always popular, so I thought you might enjoy this story:

A PCC meeting was to consider the purchase of a new chandelier.

A member was unable to attend but sent a note to the PCC secretary offering apologies and asking that his objection to the planned purchase be recorded on the following three grounds:  

1.  I can’t spell chandelier.

2.  If we got one who’d be able to play it anyway?

3.  If we have spare money why don’t we spend it buying a new light fixture to brighten up the church?

As that story illustrates, change is often accompanied by confusion. 

So, we’ll be clearing up some confusion as we go along this morning.  

I was lucky enough to read today’s passage and start thinking about this talk while sat on a nice bright balcony of a hotel room on Malta, overlooking the Mediterranean Sea and just a few hundred yards from the island on which St Paul was shipwrecked.  And, OK, I’m not looking for any sympathy!! Hold on to that point about St Paul, though, because I’m going to be mentioning shipwreck a few times.  

As I sat there thinking, the weather, baking hot and dry, changed dramatically.  It didn’t last long, but it was quite a refreshing change when a cloud rolled over and it was suddenly cooler and very, very, wet.  And, through the rain, but bright against the dark sky, a white painted boat moved across my view, carrying its load of round-the-island day-trippers. 
What with the rain, St Paul’s Island around the corner and his letter to the Philippians in front of me, it was suddenly easy for me to imagine much rougher weather. To imagine St Paul’s ship, on its way to Rome with its 267 crew, soldiers and prisoners on board, being driven ahead of a storm for many days to the point where all thought they were going to die.  Fortunately, St Paul had a vision in which he was told that they would all live, but that they would have to run aground on an island and the ship would be lost. Which was just what happened. You can read about it Acts Chapters 27 and 28.

And that is how St Paul came to spend 3 months of the winter on Malta before another ship took him to Rome. Three months during which he brought Christianity to Malta, an enduring faith which flourishes there to this day.  His shipwreck, and his work on the island, would have been among the many experiences which equipped Paul to go on and write from prison in Rome to the church he had founded in Philippi. 

And there is something to marvel at here. A shipwreck helped St Paul to grow in faith personally and to spread the faith to others.  The ship was lost, but he was saved for other things.
Now, Paul, when known as Saul, had guarded the cloaks of those who stoned the disciples’ helper Stephen to death. He went on to persecute the early Christians with great zeal in defence of what he truly believed to be their blasphemy. He had been convinced that he had got it right about God and that Jesus was a fraud. So it must have been a bit like getting shipwrecked when he met the risen Jesus on the Damascus road. That conversion meant that he had to abandon  (as we sang earlier) all that ‘he once held dear, built his life upon’.  He had to abandon the ship of his previous life, but he was saved for greater things. He came to adopt Christ as his model. Again, good and great change coming from a shipwreck.
We can often see something similar in our own lives.  Something seems to hold great promise, but we eventually realise that it is actually leading us into hazard. The real hazard for St Paul’s ship was that it would have been swamped by the storm with great loss of life; being wrecked on that island saved those lives. We’re often tempted to sail on in the storms of life attached to those things we mistakenly think are good for us, and sometimes discover that we need to run aground before we are truly safe. 
Perhaps you can think of circumstances in your own life when you have known that things were not really right. Known that holding on to some false hope, some illusory promise, some short-term gain, some desire, or attraction or addiction, could never work for the good in the long-term. Discovered that it had to be surrendered and broken up, left behind, however painfully, before you could move on. 
We only need look at the news over the last few weeks to see how that has happened at individual and corporate levels. The short-term profit-seeking of the sub-prime market has fuelled an almost global financial instability.  Many companies have been shipwrecked by it already, but that seems to have been needed in order to shake up financial institutions and governments alike and bring about new policies and controls in order to achieve a sustainable financial market. 
That market was not sustainable.  And it may be that there is something which is not sustainable in your life. Something which you need to let go of.  But how do you identify it?   
St Paul gives us the answer in his letter to the Philippians. It is to change the way we think. He invites us to consider the mind of Jesus Christ and to adopt that same mind. St Paul encourages us to have the same love as Christ, adopt the spirit and purpose of Christ, do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than ourselves, looking not only to our own interests, but also to the interests of others. Christ is to be our model.
Remember what I said about confusion? We have to be careful how we read this letter. It is not St Paul rebuking the church in Philippi, telling them with a hint of annoyance to be one in spirit and purpose and of like-mind,not part of one of his calls for unity so needed in the early church and seemingly needed as much today.  No, this is a letter of encouragement. And it applies to us today as much as to the Philippians. 
When St Paul writes of being one in spirit and purpose and of being like-minded he is not saying that we should become clones of each other, people without our own opinions.  He is not saying that we should cease to be individuals.  We know each other well enough to respect those things which make us the individuals we are and to recognise the different gifts which God has granted each of us. If we all tried to be the same we’d quickly become a fairly boring lot and we’d soon manage to get on each other’s nerves!

What St Paul is saying is that each one of us should model our thoughts and actions on one person - Christ.  You and I are to be one in spirit and purpose, yes, but one in spirit and purpose with Christ. You and I are to be like-minded, yes, but like-minded with Christ.  We will still have our individual own ways of being, but we will have a common way of seeing each other and everyone else.  
Christ is to be our model. By seeking to be of one mind with him we will come to see the false things we hold on to in our lives. By being of one mind with him we will be able to look back on those things which felt like shipwrecks at the time and see where they were for our own good. And only by being of one mind with him will we learn to surrender those things which hold us back, count that gain and look with confidence to those things which will give us true security.
Christ should be our model. And in case we still don’t get it, Paul’s letter pursues the point at verses 5-11, by citing the words of what is thought to be one of the earliest hymns to Christ. The message there is clear: Christ, equal with God, did not seek to exploit that equality with God, but instead humbled himself all the way to death on the cross. To his disciples that death was a shipwreck. But out of that shipwreck came the resurrection, the greatest benefit that humankind has ever known.   
The message of Christ’s humility is a difficult one, especially in today’s status-conscious Western society. The cults of celebrity, fame and success fool many into seeking those things and then seeing themselves as superior to others. The cults of envy, pettiness and legalism fool many into a belief in so called ‘rights’ that are often no more than the expression of greed.  And the realities of poverty, deprivation, poor education and social exclusion fool many into a sense of worthlessness, which is a very different thing to a sense of humility. 

None of these ways of living are sustainable – none adopts Christ as their model. But, despite these our human weaknesses  - or more accurately, because of these our human weaknesses - our Lord Jesus Christ, one and equal with God, put all of flawed humanity above him. He didn’t even seek equality with us.  He came to serve us and his self-giving sacrifice was for the benefit of us all.   
So when St Paul tells us to ‘in humility consider others better than yourselves’ he is not just giving us a nice moral guideline. He is spelling out for us what is at the heart of Christ’s work, life and death for us. He is spelling out what we are called to do if we are to respond fully to Christ today.
So, if we were asked to summarise today’s part of St Paul’s letter to the Philippians, what could we say? 
Three things: Each one of us should model our thoughts and actions on Christ; you and I should be one in spirit and purpose, with Christ; and  you and I should be like-minded, with Christ. 
Christ is to be our model and that demands change.  If we don’t change and adopt him as our model we are not leading sustainable lives and should fear a shipwreck. If we do change and adopt him as our model we may well find that we will welcome one.  

Amen 
AW
