13

Sermon: “Christ in You, the Hope of Glory”

Scripture Reading: Colossians 1:15-29

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers — all things have been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. And you who were once estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his fleshly body through death, so as to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before him — provided that you continue securely established and steadfast in the faith, without shifting from the hope promised by the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven. I, Paul, became a servant of this gospel. I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church. I became its servant according to God's commission that was given to me for you, to make the word of God fully known, the mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages and generations but has now been revealed to his saints. To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. It is he whom we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone in all wisdom, so that we may present everyone mature in Christ. For this I toil and struggle with all the energy that he powerfully inspires within me. 

Introduction: “Christ in you, which is our hope—the hope of glory.” 
It has been said that without hope a person has nothing. How true this is! Hope is what keeps us going. It’s what keeps us moving forward in our Christian faith. 
This morning’s Scripture reading, from Paul’s letter to the Colossians, identifies for us what it means to be a Christian—in the truest sense--to be mature. Granted, there are many in our world who call themselves Christian but do not resemble Christ at all, in any way. Their poor behavior does much harm to our cause--because as we know, there are those who use every excuse they can to put us down—to make Christians look stupid. And of course, they don’t have to look very far to find us messing up—even within the church!                                                              
                             
The story is told of a group of women who were planning to have bake sale. One woman (by the name of Alice) had signed up to bake a cake for it but forgot about it. She didn’t remember it until the morning of the bake sale, and after rummaging through her kitchen cabinets, found a box of angel food cake mix & made it quickly while drying her hair, dressing, and helping her son pack up for Scout camp.                                    
                                                                            
When the timer on the oven dinged, she discovered that the center of the cake had dropped and that the cake was horribly disfigured! There was no time to make another one. The unfortunate thing was: This cake was very important to Alice because she was new to the church and wanted to fit in with her new community of friends.  
So, being inventive, she looked around the house for something to build up the center of the cake. She found it in the bathroom - a roll of toilet paper. She plunked it in and covered it with icing. Not only did the finished product look beautiful, it looked perfect!  Her plan was to buy the cake herself so before she left the house to drop the cake by the church and head for work,  she woke her teenage daughter up and gave her some money--along with specific instructions to be at the bake sale the moment it opened to buy the cake and bring it back home.                      
 
Well, as you can imagine, things didn’t go as planned. When the daughter arrived at the sale, she found the cake had already been sold. Amanda grabbed her cell phone & called her mom, frantic. Alice was horrified-she was beside herself! Now everyone would know! She would be talked about and ridiculed! She lay awake that whole night imagining people pointing fingers at her and talking about her behind her back.             
                                                                            
 The next day, Alice promised herself she would try not to think about the cake and would attend the fancy luncheon/bridal shower at the home of a fellow church member and try to have a good time. Truth be told, she did not really want to attend because the hostess was a snob but having already RSVP'd , she thought she should attend.                                                              
                                                                            
 The meal was elegant—but then it came time for dessert. As you might have guessed by now, to Alice's horror, the cake in question was brought out--for dessert!  Alice felt the blood drain from her body and just when she decided she should get out of her chair and head for the door, the Mayor's wife said, "what a beautiful cake!” To which the hostess replied: “Thank you, I baked it myself.."  Alice smiled and thought to herself, "God is good.”    

Well, the unfortunate thing is, they don’t have to look very hard to find Christians messing up—even inside the church! But this should come as no surprise to us—for after all, we know that what that wise person known as Dear Abby once said is true, “the church is not a museum for saints, it is a hospital for sinners.”  Even so, we can’t help but wonder: Surely we are supposed to be different from the people of “the world”—somehow! …Which leads us to another question: What does it really mean to be a Christian?   Let’s take a closer look….

                             
This morning’s Scripture passage 

gives us an inside view 

into the way 

the earliest Christians
lived their lives-

securely established and steadfast in the faith.
There was just something about them 

..they were different.

According to Scripture,

 observers of that day 
were as impressed by what they saw 
as by what they heard. 

These people who called themselves Christ-ones, 

seemed to have found the secret of living!

It was obvious to everyone who knew them 

that lives were being transformed

--right before their eyes!

Those who had previously been estranged and hostile,

doing all kinds of evil deeds had changed!

Mrs. So and So 

who used to be the angriest woman in the village


who had spent her days isolated from society



was now a part of this fellowship called Christ-ones



--those who gathered on the first day of each week

to sing and praise God!

Mr. what’s his name, 

who used to go around doing evil deeds, like lying and stealing,

was now kind to everyone he met.

People on the outside were surely wondering what mysterious thing was causing this!

Whatever it was, 

it must have been contagious


because more and more people 

were changing for the better.

So what made these Christ-ones different?

Philip Yancey, 

author of the book,

The Soul of Christiantiy

Restoring the Great Tradition,

has identified  two qualities



that made these people different:

The first was mutual respect.
These people actually treated one another respectfully!
Scripture reveals that 

one of the earliest observations 

made by an outsider was this:



“See how these Christians love one another!”
Clearly, these people not only believed 

that all human beings had equal worth,


they lived like they believed it!

The conventional social barriers of gender, race and status


meant nothing to them,



for in Christ,




there was neither Jew nor Gentile,





male nor female,






slave or free.

Their fellowship together was marked with a true sense of genuine equality.
The second quality 

common to these people called Christians


was that of cheerfulness.
Now, outsiders found this really baffling!
These people were not wealthy or powerful.



They were in constant danger of being killed.

And yet,  they had obviously laid hold 

of some kind of inner peace
--and joy that could not be contained—nor hidden.

Perhaps radiant is the more descriptive word.

It was a quality we especially see in Paul

the writer of this morning’s letter 

to the early church. 

Here was a man who had been ridiculed, 

driven from town to town,


shipwrecked, imprisoned, 

and flogged 

until his back was covered with stripes.
And yet, his words and life reflect abundant joy!
We are familiar with his many proclamations: 

“Joy unspeakable and full of glory.”

“Thanks be to God who gives us the victory.”

“In all things we are more than conquerors.”

“God, who commanded the light 

to shine out of the darkness




has shined in our hearts.”

“Thanks be to God for this unspeakable gift.”

His joy and that of these early Christians exuded could not be put into words.
So, they sang, and sang
--not routinely, but out of an irrepressible overflow

of their direct experience of Christ.

For them,

life did not consist of challenges to be met. 

All of life was glory discerned.

So, what did produce this mutual respect, love and joy in these early Christians?

Today’s Christians want these qualities, 

but the question is:


How do we get them?

The answer, 


insofar as we can gather from the New Testament,



is that three intolerable burdens had been lifted from their shoulders.


The first of these was fear, 


including the fear of death.

Experts like Swiss psychologist Carl Jung,

who claimed that he never met a patient over 40



whose worries did not root back 

to the fear of approaching death, confirm this.

The reason the early Christians 

were not intimidated by the lions 

is because they actually believed Jesus when he said:



“Fear not, for I am with you.”

The second burden these early Christians had been released from 

was guilt


--that killer of the human spirit.

The early Christians truly believed 

that they had been forgiven

of their sins.

Christ’s death on the cross meant everything to them.


They gladly accepted the forgiveness he had purchased for them.
They refused to wallow in guilt.

 The third burden the early Christians experienced release from


was that of self-centeredness.

When life got difficult,

they refused to take it personally.

The cause for Christ 

was such a huge part of their life 

--that they knew it wasn’t about them.

 It is not difficult to see how this release 

from fear, guilt, and self-centeredness

could look and feel like re-birth.

How, though,


did they get rid of these burdens?

It’s an important question because

God knows we could use some release too.

The only power that can bring about transformation like this


is that mysterious phenomenon 

we call love.

Countless books and poetry have been written to define it


but the mystery remains… 

This is because God,

who is the author of love

who is love itself,

is a mystery.

Literally, though
love is a re-sponse

--it is our response to being loved.

We can’t define it adequately


--but when we experience it



we recognize it--right away.

Ignacy Paderewski was born in Poland in 1860.  He is sometimes remembered as the first Prime Minister of newly independent Poland, a position he accepted in 1919.  But he is much better remembered as a pianist and composer.  In fact, after only ten months as Prime Minister, Paderewski resigned his position as a statesman to return to his real love of life—music.


As you can imagine, Paderewski’s piano concerts were huge events.  His virtuosity was universally proclaimed, and people would stand in long lines to get tickets to a Paderewski concert.  Like most great musicians, the time immediately preceding a concert was very important to Paderewski.  It was a time for silence and meditation, a time for getting all the stray thoughts out of his head and focusing at the challenging task ahead. 


We can only imagine what thoughts were going through the mind of a young boy’s terrified father as his child quietly slipped away and climbed onto the stage. The  boy’s father had surprised him with tickets to the symphony to hear this world–renowned Italian pianist. And just moments before Paderewski was scheduled to being his concert, the boy slipped away and made his way to the great concert grand piano, where he then began a rough rendition of the only song he knew—chopsticks. 

About that time, the curtain began to rise and the audience was prepared to see the world–famous, master pianist. Instead, they saw the little boy hunched over the keys playing “Chopsticks.” 

Well, we can imagine that most of the crowd considered this a sacrilege. After all, this was the piano Paderewski was about to play!  This was the venue for one of the world’s greatest piano virtuosos to display his remarkable skill!  

A few in the audience laughed as the young lad began his song. Others began yelling at the stage: Who is that boy?  Where are his parents?  Somebody stop him!  Get him away from there!

The boy was so caught up in his world that he didn’t even know anyone was watching. When he suddenly realized what was happening, he froze. And just as he was about to get up and run for his life, two big hands appeared on the piano keys. 

It was the master pianist, dressed in full concert attire, who proceeded to whisper in the little boy’s ear, “Keep playing.” 

So the little boy continued to play his simple rendition of “Chopsticks” while this world–renowned pianist joined in, playing a Beethoven Symphony piece that was scored in the same cadence and key. 

Within moments, under the direction of the conductor, the orchestra joined in. First, the woodwinds, then the brass, then the percussion. 

We can’t even imagine how the audience responded then. But we can imagine that the boy’s father sat there with tears coming down his cheeks. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined that dreamed that the simple tune he had heard his son playing over and over again in his living room become such a beautifully orchestrated Beethoven symphony. 

We who are Christians recognize 

that what happened in that moment was grace

—grace that can only stem 

from the love of God. 

Truly, it is God who holds it all together…

and it was precisely this love 

that transformed the lives of those first Christians.

And once that love reached penetrated their hearts

it could not be stopped.

It melted the barriers of fear, guilt, and self-centeredness 

that had previously held them back. 

It poured through them like a torrential river,


heightening the love they felt for others.

Truly, a new of love had been born---Christian love.

Not even the apostle Paul,

who was one of the most effective teachers in the early church,

could find words to adequately define it.

But this one thing he knew for sure


--without it we have nothing.

If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I become like sounding brass or a clanging cymbal. ..and if I have faith enough to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. And if I bestow all my goods to feed the poor and give my body to be burned, but have not love, it comes to naught. 

Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails. 

With these thoughts in mind,

let us now respond to this great love 
with the singing of two heart-moving songs from our hymnal, 
let us sing them back-to-back, 
allowing the one to flow into the other 
like the ever-flowing love of Christ: 
Hymnal page 176, Worship His Majesty 
& 177, He is Lord.
