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Sermon 11/12/17
Living in Obedience and Power
Psalm 70—plea to God for help
Amos 5:8-15 unfaithfulness of Israel, "let justice roll down like waters."
1 Thess. 3:12-4:18—living as you have been taught "more and more."
Matthew 25:1-13 Parable of the Ten Virgins

Over the past few weeks Fr. Nathan has been preaching about what it means

to Live a Missional Life. Two weeks ago he talked about Living through Loving, last

week he talked about Living our Identity and Authority. This Sunday we're thinking

about Living in Obedience and Power.

Years ago the writer Eugene Peterson wrote a book entitled A Long

Obedience in the Same Direction. Ifs a book about the Christian life of growing and

becoming more and more like Jesus. I like the idea of "a long obedience in the same

direction/' because it captures the essence of the Christian life. Ifs a daily exercise of

listening to God, hearing his voice, and then responding with obedience. It means

moving in the same direction towards God, day after day throughout our lives.

Sometimes we think of obedience as following rules, obeying the Stop signs, eating

your vegetables like your mother said, paying your taxes. But the Latin root of

obedience is the word obedire, which also means to listen. Obedience for a Christian

doesn't just mean following the rules. It means listening for God's leading and then

saying yes to what God speaks to our hearts. We can't be obedient unless we listen

first One of our daughters was telling me that her four year-old little girl is going

through a phase where she is pretending she can't hear her mother. My daughter

even took her to the doctor to get her hearing tested. The doctor said, "oh she's

hearing you just fine." Kids are smart aren't they? At four she's already figured out

that if she pretends she can't hear she doesn't have to be obedient I suppose we can



2

be that way with God sometimes. What? Huh? I didn't hear anything! Listening is an

important part of obedience.

So let's take a listen to the IThessalonians passage to see what Paul is saying

to us about living the obedient Christian life. It's important to remember that Paul is

writing to the church in Thessalonica as a whole. This is not just about personal

holiness, ifs about the holiness of the whole community. And so we will listen

carefully to what he is teaching us as a whole community, so that we might respond

with obedience. To summarize where we are going, Paul teaches us that the

obedient life means to Abound in love. Practice purity. Live responsibly, and Look

forward in hope.

Starting with 1 Thess. 3:12 we read, "May the Lord make you increase and

abound in love for one another and for all, just as we abound in love for you." For

Paul, love is the foundation of the Christian life. In I Corinthians 13, his great chapter

on love, Paul says that even if we do all kinds of great things, even for the church and

in the name of the Lord, if we don't do them with love, it doesn't count for anything.

We read the Parable of the 10 Virgins for our gospel this morning, and 1 have

to say that there's something that's always bothered me about that parable. I'm

bothered by the fact that it looks like the more organized and careful Virgins get to

(3ri<i€gra?iA/tbe with the-Kifig rather than the sort of flighty, less organized ones. It doesn't seem

fair that personality type should have anything to do with it Has that ever bothered

you? 1 think we can understand the parable better, however, if we look at it through

the eyes of love. We might ask the question, which of the young women truly loved

the bridegroom and which ones were just going through the motions. In other
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words, we show our love for God and for one another in the little things, the care

that is taker^ We might think of the oil as representing the love for the Bridegroom.

The ones who truly love the bridegroom are the ones who are spiritually prepared Iw.

— t ' to belong to him forever. The Parable of the Ten Virgins is not about personality , i s

type, it's about love^How well are we taking care in the little things to show love to

one another and to God. Do we take the time to do what love requires? Love is

shown as much or more by our actions as by our words. And love has nothing to do

with the other person earning our love or deserving our love. It is a gift that is given.

By abounding in love for one another, we demonstrate our love for Christ

Secondly, Paul tells us that obedience means to Practice Purity. Beginning

with Chapter 4:1-8, Paul seems to be simply encouraging the community that is

already practicing purity. He says, "Finally, brothers and sisters, we ask and urge

you in the Lord Jesus that as you learned from us how you ought to live and to

please God (as, in fact you are doing), you should do so more and more." He

encourages them to persevere in the path of holiness they are on, and he reminds

them that any kind of sexual impurity is dishonoring to ones own body, its

exploitative of others, its dishonoring to the whole body of Christ and its

dishonoring to the Holy Spirit who teaches us to live differently from the culture

around us. Instead we are to grow in holiness that deeply honors one another and

the whole body of Christ

In the old Anglican marriage liturgy, the vows the couple says to each other

are, "With this ring 1 thee wed, with my body 1 thee worship, and with all my worldly

goods I thee endow." The newer liturgies have taken '^Anth my body I thee worship"
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out of the vows because our understanding of the word worship makes it sound a

bit idolatrous, doesn't it But the word worship comes from the old English word

worthship, that is giving something its worth. So to say "with my body I thee

worthship" means, with my body I am loving you with honor and the worthiness

that is your inherent dignity, and which love requires. It recognizes the sacredness

of the body, the sacredness of our sexuality and the sacredness of the marriage

relationship. Paul encourages us to practice purity more and more, in all our

relationships.

Thirdly, Paul says that obedience means to Live Responsibly. He says in verse

10-11, "We urge you, beloved, to do so more and more, to aspire to live quietly, to

mind your own affairs, and to work with your hands, as we directed you, so that you

may behave properly toward outsiders and be dependent on no one." Paul uses the

words more and more here again. He's saying let's keep a good thing going. Keep

growing in the Lord. Do it more and more. And here he encourages us to be

responsible for the work set before us, don't grumble about it, and don't be

comparing your life and your work with someone else. Just take care of what you

have been given to do and do it well. The Christian life is not just about going to

church on Sunday. If s much more about how we live during with week. At the end

of our Sunday worship we pray, "And now. Father, send us out to do the work you

have given us to do, to love and serve you as faithful witnesses of Christ our Lord."

Thaf s probably the most important part of the whole Sunday morning worship

time, the sending out to love and serve. The way we witness to Christ is through

loving and serving others, as we go about our daily lives.
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Finally, Paul says obedience is about living in hope. We are to be looking

forward with hope to our future life with God. He says, 'The dead in Christ will rise

first Then we who are alive, who are left will be caught up in the clouds together

with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever.

Therefore encourage one another with these words." Let us be encouraged by this!

As some you may know, my father died about a week ago. He was in nursing

care at Brooksby Village in Peabody. He was 97 years old. He died the Saturday of

the All Saints party, which somehow seemed appropriate since he was one of God's

saints. Three days before he died, when it became clear that he was dying, he said

"I'm ready to go." Once he knew he was dying, he felt impatient to be with Lord. He

had lived his life in hope of the resurrection and he was so ready to be with the one

he l oved and t he one who he knew had l oved h im h i s who le l i f e .

My Dad was not perfect, and none of us are, but 1 would say that he is an

example of someone whose life was "a long obedience in the same direction." He had

lived his life as a responsible Christian, was talented and good at many things, and I

knew him as having a positive outlook on life, with strength and confidence in his

ability to meet life's challenges.

After his stroke a year and a half ago he had to move out of my parents

apartment at Brooksby and into nursing care in an adjoining building. He was

suddenly faced with having very little control over his life, a very new experience for

him. It was so hard for a man who had been strong, independent, the one who took

care of things, and people, and such good care of his family. And now he was the one

who had to be taken care of, who had to depend on others.
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Amazingly, as 1 saw Dad struggle with his final challenges, I became aware

that even in the midst of a lot of loss, he was still growing as a Christian. His long

path of obedience to God over so many years, was giving him the strength he needed

to continue in that path of listening to God speaking to him, moving toward God,

becoming more like Jesus. It was as if those final difficult months in the nursing

home were refining his character, burning away impurities, and leaving the gold in

his heart I am reminded of Hebrews 5:8 where it says that Jesus "learned obedience

through the things he suffered." Dad was learning a deeper obedience through the

things he suffered. He became more grateful not only to us but to the staff. He

became more patient more humble. He was more loving towards us and never

failed to say, "1 love you" when we visited him.

Oftentimes we too are called to learn obedience through what we suffer. It is

the suffering the sharpens our ears to hear the Lord, and it's our leaning on the Holy

Spirit in our suffering that empowers us to continue on the path of "a long obedience

in the same direction." 1 said we were going to talk about obedience and power, but 1

haven't said anything about power yet And 1 just have a couple of brief things to say

about it this morning. Power in the Christian life is never about getting power for

ourselves. It is about allowing God's power to flow through us. Remember that even

Jesus divested himself of power, of his divine prerogatives, in order to become one

of us and to save us on the cross. And even Jesus said 1 do nothing on my own

authority, but only what 1 see the Father doing, only what 1 hear the Father saying.

We are empowered by the Holy Spirit just the way Jesus was. And the Holy Spirifs

power is released to flow through us when we live lives of obedience to God, when
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our hearts, minds and souls are aligned with the will of God. And that can only

happen when we listen carefully to God speaking to us. So lef s remember Paul's

encouragement towards the obedient life. The obedient life is a life that abounds in

love, practices purity, lives responsibly and looks forward in Hope to when we will

be united with the Lord. Let us pursue this life more and more, that we might

become more and more like our Lord who loves us so much. Amen.


