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What People Are Saying About This Book


Dr Gatiss is always insightful but he is also fresh, provocative and challenging. In his exposition of particular passages, I like his repeated personal challenge to us. He draws on the riches of patristic teaching but also on his experience of the contemporary world in ways that illuminate the biblical text for us in new and helpful ways. The commentary will be a very useful aid to those preparing to read, to preach, and to hear.


Monsignor Dr Michael Nazir-Ali, Oxford Centre for 
Training, Research, Advocacy & Dialogue


Lee Gatiss’s sparkling set of reflections on the weekly lectionary readings are crisp mini-sermons that are exegetically faithful, ­theologically perceptive and attentive in applying God’s word to the heart as well as to the head. Highly recommended.


The Revd Dr Mark Smith, Dean of Clare College, Cambridge


At a time when biblical literacy seems to be waning, this is a timely resource that draws on wide biblical and historical sources to help make fruitful connections between the lectionary readings for each Sunday. It will provide a stimulating catalyst for further reflection to help the whole of God’s word be better heard and understood in our churches.


The Rt Revd Dr Robert Munro, Bishop of Ebbsfleet


Lee Gatiss comments on the three Bible readings for the Principal ­Service each week over the span of three years, attempting to find a unifying theme or link between them and relating it to the season in the Church calendar. A concluding list of hymns and songs appropriate to the day is provided, as a helpful resource for those responsible for ­planning services with a thematic focus.


The Revd Dr David Peterson, Moore Theological College, Sydney


Those of us ministering in more liturgical, lectionary-­following churches, while being committed to an expository method of ­preaching, ­occasionally feel like we’re starting our sermon preparation on the back foot. How can we preach on the set readings in a way that is ­hermeneutically faithful, doctrinally orthodox, but also sensitive to the place within the Church year? This is where Lee’s book can help. He not only gives a faithful steer on the passages themselves, but also sparks off an idea or two about how they might preach in Advent/Epiphany/Lent and so on.


The Revd Dr Tom Woolford, Vicar of New Longton and 
Tutor in Theology at Emmanuel Theological College


For many churches the weekly rhythm of the lectionary is both a ­comforting tradition and a living connection with the global church. Keeping in step with this rhythm, Lee Gatiss is ­poetically ­inspiring, lifting up our souls to glorify God, and also ­pastorally ­rooted, ­equipping our lives for daily service. The Word Week by Week is a wonderful companion for anyone who belongs to a church that ­follows the lectionary, and an indispensable resource for anyone who preaches from it.


The Revd George Crowder, Rector of St Mary’s, Cheadle and 
founder of the Network of Revitalisation Ministries (NoRM).


‘There can be nothing either more necessary or profitable than the knowledge of Holy Scripture.’ These opening words of ­Thomas ­Cranmer’s First Homily reflect the core conviction that we are ­primarily formed in faith as we listen carefully to God’s word. Lee Gatiss helps us to do just this, and I look forward to using his book in my own preaching preparation.


The Rt Revd Paul Donison, General Secretary 
of the Global ­Anglican Futures Conference (GAFCON).
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How to use this ebook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.





Introduction

There is great wisdom in following a time-honoured cycle of Bible readings in conjunction with the rhythm of the Church’s traditional calendar. It gives us continuity with the past, connecting us to the same regular patterns which have punctuated the lives of our forebears over the last two millennia. It also connects us to the wider church around the world today, many of whom will be reading the same passages of Scripture each week from the Revised Common Lectionary.

A lectionary is a list of readings from the Bible. The name comes from the Latin word lectio, meaning a reading. Lectionaries are usually for use in a Sunday service at church, but there are also daily lectionaries for churches and daily Bible reading plans for individual Christians (such as that developed by the Scottish minister ­Robert Murray M’Cheyne in the nineteenth century).1 Such carefully planned schedules for reading have been compiled for a very long time in the Church, and their intention is usually to ensure that over time the people of God gathered on the Lord’s Day are exposed to a significant portion of Scripture. As theologian J. I. Packer once wrote, ‘it is good to follow a Lectionary, because Lectionaries exist to ensure that everything of importance in the Bible is, in due course, read aloud in church’.2 As they lay down several readings for each week, lectionaries expose us to large portions of different parts of the Bible – Old Testament Law and Prophets, New Testament Gospels and Epistles – rather than just a few short verses chosen by the preacher for their sermon that week. This can save people from a more narrow vision of the Bible being dictated by a pastor who only ever selects their favourite texts and subjects. It also means we expose ourselves to the manifold riches of different parts of the Bible in a regular and systematic way, which can be immensely ­beneficial spiritually.

Lectionaries can also enable churches to plan certain readings at particular times of the year, following the wisdom of the Church calendar through major moments in the life of Jesus: for example, at Christmas, Lent and Easter. In profound ways, we remember the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus every Sunday, but there is something about human nature which makes it wise to build in regular times of particular remembrance for key events like this. The Trinity is foundational to everything about the Christian life, but celebrating Trinity Sunday once a year means we regularly remind ourselves about how tremendous and astonishing this truth about God really is.

The Lectionary does not start in January, like the calendar year. In the UK, the tax year begins in April and the academic year in September, so we are used to the idea of marking time in divergent ways. For reasons too obscure to mention here, lectionary years (known as Years A, B and C) begin in Advent, in the run-up to Christmas. Outside the great festivals (such as Pentecost, where we remember the sending of the Spirit), the readings in ‘Ordinary Time’ (roughly June to November) cover many aspects of the Christian life. So the life of Christ and the life of the Christian are both covered in a wonderful balance throughout the year. If widely adopted, lectionaries can enable individuals and churches all over the world to be reading and studying the same texts each Sunday. This can be a joyfully unifying experience, despite all our many differences.

In my own Anglican tradition, the Church of England’s classic lectionary was that found in the Book of Common Prayer (1662). It prescribed a healthy and robust diet of Bible reading and preaching for every Anglican church. As J. I. Packer rightly observes, ‘The ­Anglicanism of the 1662 Prayer Book, with its hundred-verses-­a-day lectionary, its monthly passage through the Psalter, its ­Bible-crammed daily services, and its high valuation of expository preaching … is a Bible-reading, Bible-loving, Bible-believing faith.’3 If you followed all the set readings laid down in the Prayer Book, you would get through the Bible at a fairly rapid pace. So during the Reformation, the English church became the Bible-hearing church par excellence, because the English reformers wanted all people, not just the chosen few, to be able to ruminate and meditate on Scripture and for it to change their hearts and everyday lives.4

In more recent times, there have been great efforts by a number of denominations (both Protestant and Roman Catholic) to co-­ordinate their Bible reading across the world. This led to the ­development of the Revised Common Lectionary, which is now used by many all over the globe. This lectionary has a three-year repeating cycle of multiple readings for several Sunday services each week. Helpfully, it focuses on one of the so-called synoptic Gospels (­Matthew, Mark, or Luke) each year and covers a great deal of scriptural ground. But it is true that even if one attended three Sunday services following this lectionary every week for three years, one would not have heard all of the Bible read out. Yet I wonder where that would ever be true? Even in churches which pride themselves on preaching consecutively through whole books of the Bible (which is ­another old and honoured tradition), the amount of Scripture read and the overall coverage of it is not always as broad as might be hoped.5 In general, what is covered here in this book and in the Lectionary itself can be seen in the Scripture Index at the end of this volume, although that also contains some of the cross-references I have introduced. There is plenty of it, to feed your heart, mind and soul!

The Revised Common Lectionary is not perfect or exhaustive, of course, and needs complementing with our own private or group reading of the missing texts.6 It does not have to be followed slavishly and without pastoral wisdom. But it is now widely adopted and hallowed with use to a certain extent. The Church of England suggests lengthening some of the shorter readings (and that is what I have followed in this book), and there is of course nothing to stop most of us from reading whatever we like in the comfort of our own homes and small study groups during the week. The way the Lectionary is arranged enables some consecutive reading through individual books of the Bible each Sunday. Since more than one reading is set for each week, it also ensures that no week goes by without us hearing something from the Old Testament as well as the New, whereas in many churches which don’t follow a lectionary, there is such a marked preference for sermons on the New Testament and a strange desire to only read the few verses being preached on, that congregations may not even hear the Old Testament for many months, despite it being by far the largest part of the Bible. Sometimes there are various options to choose from within the Lectionary’s set readings (such as between ‘Continuous’ Old Testament readings or ones ‘Related’ to the Gospel reading). I have made and indicated my own choices on those occasions.

This book contains an explanation and unfolding of the meaning of the readings in the Revised Common Lectionary for the Principal Service in church each week. I hope it will be a help to preachers as they prepare to enlighten and inspire their congregations. But it can be used at home in an armchair just as easily as it can in church. Just get your Bible out or open the Bible app on your phone (use whichever translation you like), read the passages allocated for each day which I’ve listed at the top of the page and then ponder them with me as you read my reflections. Scribble in the margins, underline something that makes you think, turn a provocative thought you read into prayer back to God. You could make this book into a spiritual journal, a record of how the Spirit deals with your soul throughout the year as you hear his voice in Scripture and meditate on it. You may come back to it again and again for reminders or inspiration for prayer and action.

I have usually chosen to reflect on all three main passages as set, with the psalm for the day too, with some attempt to find a unifying theme or link between the readings. The connection of the three passages is of course a human invention, not divinely inspired in and of itself, but as long as the individual readings are not bent out of their own shape in the process, it is always illuminating to compare and contrast different parts of God’s word. Scripture is its own best interpreter, since God, in the end, is the unerring author of it all.

I always find when I’m preparing to preach that it is only when I am able to crystallise the main point of the Bible passage that I can then work out how to teach and apply it. Until then it is a jumble of disconnected thoughts and ideas in my head, which would make for a messy and confusing sermon. So I have sought to find coherence and clarity as best I can, because even the great apostle Paul asked the Colossians to ‘Pray that I may proclaim it clearly, as I should’ (Colossians 4:4). Incoherent obscurity in the mind of the preacher leads to incoherent obscurity in the pulpit and incoherent obscurity in the pews – none of which is a blessing!

Eagle-eyed readers will notice that there are more than fifty-two sets of readings per year, and might be puzzled by this. It is because Easter is a ‘moveable feast’ with a changing date each year. The timing of it depends on the movements of the sun and the moon in the lunisolar calendar, an ancient method of dividing the year, which doesn’t always line up neatly with the modern western calendar (the Hebrew and Chinese years are lunisolar too). That means the six-week period of Lent, leading up to Easter, also moves around a little each year. That creates the need for sets of readings which may not be used one year, but might be needed the next because the wait for Easter is a little longer. I have made this book as comprehensive as possible, including all possible Sundays,7 although I have not ­provided a commentary for Christmas Day (which may or may not be on a Sunday) or the many midweek feast days that occur.

We are used to having certain days or times set aside in the ­secular calendar for certain reasons: Remembrance Day or Memorial Day, Thanksgiving, Mother’s Day, Independence Day perhaps, and ­other days such as the International Day of Friendship. The Church year is no different in this respect, but marks events of ­special ­significance to Christians. You can see it in basic outline on the contents pages of this book. To help you work out where you should be in the Lectionary during the year, I have included some dating tips throughout the book where this is possible, but also a comprehensive table after this introduction with the key dates you need to know up to 2040. The fixed points of the lectionary year are that it starts on the First Sunday of Advent every year, and the run up to Easter starts on the Second Sunday before Lent. So-called ‘Ordinary Time’ is that period outside of the Christmas and Easter seasons, so there’s a brief ‘Ordinary’ period after Christmas, and it begins again after Easter with Trinity Sunday (the Sundays during this period are labelled Propers 1, 2, 3, etc.). That’s why I have provided those dates in the chart. (You may also be able to find out which week it is in the lectionary with a simple online search!)

Some special moments in the Christian story are remembered every year. The remarkable occasion where Jesus was ‘transfigured’ and his face shone like the sun, for example, is commemorated ­every year on the Sunday before Lent. There are other ­regular ­celebrations such as Epiphany (which means ‘manifestation’), ­recalling the ­appearance of Christ to the Gentiles (the wise men of the ­Christmas story). Ascension Day (remembering Christ’s ­ascension into ­heaven, in Acts 1) is a midweek occasion, but there is a ‘Sunday after ­Ascension’ too. Pentecost is the celebration of the coming of the Holy Spirit (see Acts 2), and is called Whitsun or Whit Sunday in some traditions. The Feast of Christ the King was first instituted a hundred years ago, and since 1969 it has been celebrated by various denominations on the Last Sunday before Advent. You will find reference to these in the appropriate places throughout this book.

I prepared from the Greek and Hebrew, and consulted various English translations, but have tried to make this book both straightforwardly readable and nourishingly profound. I am indebted to the NIV Proclamation Bible, a study resource by sixty-five contributors from four continents which I had the privilege of editing some years ago, for often inspiring and helping me along the way.8 You will also find here nuggets of gold from many other commentators and theologians who have enlightened me and illuminated the texts and their application, such as Chrysostom, Augustine, ­Aquinas, ­Luther, ­Calvin, Matthew Henry, George Herbert, John Owen, Charles ­Simeon, John Stott and Don Carson. There is an index listing these sources of wisdom at the back of the book, with a brief note about who (and when and where) these people are. I am also indebted to other modern sources such as The Africa Bible Commentary and Feminist Biblical Interpretation: A Compendium of Critical Commentary on the Books of the Bible and Related Literature, which were helpful for seeing how others summarise things or to ponder them from a different perspective to my own.9

I have included an appendix with suggestions for hymns and songs, both ancient and modern, which might be sung in church (or in the home) to accompany the set readings, which may also make this a useful resource for organists and musical directors. This was a feature I included in my weekly column on the lectionary in The Church of England Newspaper (2013–19), and was well ­received. I acknowledge the Editor’s kind permission to re-use many of those (now re-edited) columns here, as I also did in my weekly ‘Lee on the Lectionary’ videos on Facebook and the Church Society website (www.churchsociety.org). Some of the material in this book appears here for the first time, but it was a tremendous blessing to me to expound the lectionary readings publicly in these ways for many years – I learned a lot in doing so! I hope the fruit of my ­labours and the many hours of prayerful meditation on God’s word which this book represents will also be a great blessing to many others.

I am very grateful to my excellent editor at Hodder, Emily Wells, for her careful attention to detail and all her many comments and suggestions which I hope have made this book much more user-­friendly. I would also like to thank, and dedicate this book to, the men and women of the Junior Anglican Evangelical Conference (JAEC), hundreds of whom have attended the conference and been part of the network of which I am the Chairman over the last ­decade and more. They have been a terrific encouragement and a constant spur to continued fruitful engagement in the Scriptures, in theology and church history, and in the Church of England itself. May the Lord continue to bless all their endeavours for the glory of God and the good of his world!

LEE GATISS

Cambridge







A note for users of the 
Roman Catholic Sunday Missal.

A new three-volume Sunday Missal approved for use in the Roman Catholic Dioceses of England & Wales, and Scotland was published by Hodder & Stoughton in 2024. This contains the readings set for Roman Catholic congregations in those countries according to the English Standard Version of the Bible, Catholic Edition (ESV-CE) arranged according to the Roman Catholic edition of the Lectionary. The Missal generally has slightly shorter readings than those I have given in this volume, omitting some of the verses, though occasionally it may set a little extra. The Psalm readings do not always harmonise between this volume and the Sunday Missal and occasionally the epistle readings are staggered over different weeks. Roman Catholic readers will perhaps notice that I have not chosen readings from the Apocrypha in this volume, and on some occasions have elected for the ‘Related’ Old Testament reading over the ‘Continuous’ option that the Revised Common Lectionary offers. So there is sometimes a little difference there, but the Gospel readings almost always line up perfectly.

The Sunday Missal naturally contains some material absent from Protestant versions of the Lectionary, such as celebrations of ‘The Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ (Corpus Christi)’ and ‘The Most Sacred Heart of Jesus’. The only other major difference in this respect (without touching of course on theological questions) is that the Roman Catholic celebration of the Transfiguration is on a different Sunday to the Revised Common Lectionary. If one bears in mind that what the Sunday Missal calls ‘The Tenth Sunday in Ordinary Time’ is here called “Proper 5’ (and hence, the Eleventh Sunday is Proper 6, and so on), and that ‘The Thirty-First Sunday in Ordinary Time’ is therefore this volume’s ‘4th Sunday before Advent’, we can be reading from the same Bible every week even when we may not always sing from the same hymnsheet. 

Despite some of these slight logistical nuances, a judicious use of the Contents page and Scripture Index in this present volume should enable readers from any denomination to find appropriate and edifying comment on any given Sunday.






Key Dates




	
Liturgical Year


	
1st Sunday of Advent


	
2nd Sunday before Lent


	
Easter ­Sunday


	
Trinity ­Sunday





	
A begins on


	
30 November 2025


	
8 February 2026


	
5 April 2026


	
31 May 2026





	
B begins on


	
29 November 2026


	
31 January 2027


	
28 March 2027


	
23 May 2027





	
C begins on


	
28 November 2027


	
20 February 2028


	
16 April 2028


	
11 June 2028





	
A begins on


	
3 December 2028


	
4 February 2029


	
1 April 2029


	
27 May 2029





	
B begins on


	
2 December 2029


	
24 February 2030


	
21 April 2030


	
16 June 2030





	
C begins on


	
1 December 2030


	
16 February 2031


	
13 April 2031


	
8 June 2031





	
A begins on


	
30 November 2031


	
1 February 2032


	
28 March 2032


	
23 May 2032





	
B begins on


	
28 November 2032


	
20 February 2033


	
17 April 2033


	
12 June 2033





	
C begins on


	
27 November 2033


	
12 February 2034


	
9 April 2034


	
4 June 2034





	
A begins on


	
3 December 2034


	
28 January 2035


	
25 March 2035


	
20 May 2035





	
B begins on


	
2 December 2035


	
17 February 2036


	
13 April 2036


	
8 June 2036





	
C begins on


	
30 November 2036


	
8 February 2037


	
5 April 2037


	
31 May 2037





	
A begins on


	
29 November 2037


	
28 February 2038


	
25 April 2038


	
20 June 2038





	
B begins on


	
28 November 2038


	
13 February 2039


	
10 April 2039


	
5 June 2039





	
C begins on


	
27 November 2039


	
5 February 2040


	
1 April 2040


	
27 May 2040














YEAR A


1st Sunday of Advent


30 November 2025


3 December 2028


30 November 2031


3 December 2034


29 November 2037





ADVENT

1st Sunday of Advent

Isaiah 2:1–5 · Romans 13:11–14 · Matthew 24:36–44 · Psalm 122

Let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armour of light.

The beginning of a new church year comes in Advent. So we prepare to remember in our readings the humble birth of our Saviour, and look forward to his coming in glory.

Jesus tells us in Matthew 24 that his second coming will be sudden, unexpected, and overwhelming. It cannot be predicted or foreknown; even the angels do not know the day or the hour (not that this means they do know the year or the month!). He uses the great flood from Genesis as a parallel – another all-encompassing moment of cataclysmic judgment and salvation for the elect which came quickly on an unsuspecting, undisturbed world. As the waters came to sweep all away, so will the Son of Man on that day. The smaller yet devastating disasters that have come upon our world in floods, storms, tsunamis and earthquakes are a reminder to us to be ready for what is approaching. Some will survive, some will not, when the Lord returns. The illustration of the two workers in the field and the two women at work are not designed to convey to us a sense of proportion, but a sense of urgency. We must stay awake, ready and prepared for what will happen. He comes like a thief in the night: to tell us much more in advance would defeat his object.

Paul also speaks of the second coming in Romans 13 and uses it to urge us to live godly lives as we await the glorious day. We need to wake up and realise that our salvation is closer now than when we first believed. The dark ages of sin and death are gone; the ­daylight of glory approaches. Therefore, we must put aside the deeds of darkness. By this he means not just drunkenness and debauchery – classic sins of the night – but also things we often overlook as more respectable sins, such as quarrelling and jealousy. Gratifying the flesh, our sinful nature, shouldn’t make it onto our list of priorities at all, nor be provided for in our diaries, budgets or imaginations. Interestingly, Paul uses clothing imagery twice to describe our preparation for the day: we are to put on the armour of light, and put on the Lord Jesus Christ. What we wear as we go out to meet the coming Lord will reveal how much we value and honour him.

Isaiah 2 also urges us to walk in the light of the Lord. From centuries before Christ, he looks forward to a day when the word of the Lord would emanate out from Jerusalem to Judea, and from Samaria to the ends of the earth. In his vision, that word of instruction, that Torah, breaks down barriers between the nations as it goes, as light comes to the world. Is this a prophecy just for the eighth century bc, or for the first century ad when the Light of the World truly did arrive and from his earliest days taught the word from his Father’s house? And does it not also point forward to the day when he shall reign in glory over all the nations, who will cease their fruitless wars and in the name of the Prince of Peace begin again to plough and prune and steward God’s perfect creation? The promised one has come. He will come again to judge the living and the dead, and his glorious kingdom will have no end. Are you ready for him?






2nd Sunday of Advent

Isaiah 11:1–10 · Romans 15:4–13 · Matthew 3:1–12 · Psalm 72:1–7, 18–19

Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.

The Sunday readings this week give us hope for the future in the united kingdom of the Spirit-filled Messiah, and call us to repentance in preparation for his coming.

Isaiah 11 addresses an Israel devastated by the judgment of God. Into a situation of hopelessness and despair, God speaks through the prophet to reassure his people. Yet even though all that remains of Israel is a stump, out of this shall come glorious hope and renewal. Out of the roots and stock of Jesse (the father of King David) shall come another king, great David’s greater son. He is endowed with the sevenfold Spirit, the Spirit of the Lord, of wisdom, understanding, counsel, might, knowledge and fear of the Lord. He has all the characteristics of a godly and righteous king.

This messianic figure comes to judge and to save. His judgment is right and true. He is not open to corruption or manipulation by shadowy elites, but delivers a just and fair society for all. His word rules – the rod of his mouth and the breath of his lips execute judgment on the wicked. Yet all he does is clothed in righteousness and faithfulness. He not only comes to judge, but also to save. The picture in verses 6–10 is of a renewed earth, with humanity (both Jews and Gentiles, the nations) and the natural world in perfect harmony with each other and with God.

Romans 15 tells us more about God’s plan to bless the nations. Christ became a servant of the Jews, to confirm the covenant promises given to the patriarchs (particularly to Abraham, Genesis 12:1–3). In turn, that means through them all the families of the earth are blessed, ‘in order that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy’. The quotes from various parts of the Old Testament (­including Isaiah 11, our previous reading) confirm that Jews and Gentiles together praise God for all he has done in Christ.

This fulfilment of God’s plan brings hope to those who believe. The outlining of God’s plan in the Old Testament (‘all that was written in former days for our instruction’) urges us on to stand firm and look to the consummation of all things. The application is to the believing community that they might live in harmony with each other, just as God has always planned for us to be united in Christ. The Scriptures give us such optimism that we may abound in hope by the power of the same Spirit who both empowers Christ and fills us. Romans 15:13 is a great Advent prayer, just as the exhortation to harmony is a crucial (and challenging) one for the whole Christmas period.

Unity with others is never easy, and so the note of repentance in the Gospel reading is both necessary and urgent. The kingdom of the Son of David is entered by turning around. Just as John the ­Baptiser prepared the way for Christ as he baptised those who ­confessed their sins, so we prepare for the coming of the glorious kingdom by bearing fruit in keeping with repentant hearts. Those who resemble the hypocritical pew-fillers of verse 7 are meant to be shocked by the jarring notes this creates amidst our seasonal joys. Whether we have Abraham for our patriarch or the Church as our mother, there is no guarantee that we are indispensable to God’s vision of the future. Good fruit is required of those who have been so blessed as to hear the good news. Without it, all is lost. Either a baptism of spiritual fire or an unquenchable fire of destruction awaits us when the king walks onto the stage. So are you producing fruit in keeping with repentance?






3rd Sunday of Advent

Isaiah 35:1–10 · James 5:7–10 · Matthew 11:2–11 · Psalm 146:5–10

Be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s ­coming is near.

Our readings this week teach us that when the Lord comes, there will be joy for those who have waited patiently.

To those who cannot see a way out of their current impasse, Isaiah declares that a time of gladness, rejoicing, and singing is approaching. But these things are not to be found in the worldly security we often crave. Indeed, the next few chapters of the prophecy describe how all such props will be removed, and when everything is taken away only the Lord and his word can be relied upon. His grace is experienced in the midst of judgment and loss, not instead of it.

But the fearful, says Isaiah, shall see the glory of the Lord, who comes to judge his enemies and save his people. The consequences are that the blind shall see, the deaf shall hear, the lame shall walk and the mute shall sing. Even the creation shall be restored to what it once was, and ought to be: well-watered, without carnivorous ­animals to threaten our peace. And God’s people will dwell in God’s place and live under God’s holy rule. This is a marvellous picture of a renewed creation, a snapshot of which was given to the people of first-century Israel when the Lord walked among them.

John the Baptist was not certain, it seemed, of whether Jesus was truly the Messiah. So he sent his friends to ask Jesus directly. And Jesus answered in terms of Isaiah’s prophecy: the blind see, the deaf hear, the lame walk, and the mute sing. If that was so, then logically Jesus must be the Lord of Isaiah 35. ‘Here is your God’ (Isaiah 35:4) who has come to judge and to save. But Jesus goes one step further. He exalts John, and identifies him as the Messenger of Malachi 3:1, the greatest prophet of the Old Testament era. But if that is so, who comes next? To whom was John pointing? Whose way was he ­preparing? By identifying John as that Messenger, Jesus was implying that he himself was the divine Messiah.

In the context, this was a warning not to take offence at Jesus and the difficult things he was teaching and doing. We must take care not just to rejoice in his coming, but to walk in what Isaiah called the Way of Holiness, the way of the cross.

James therefore tells us in his epistle to be patient until the Lord comes again. His coming is near, and what a fruitful, joyful time it will be. Yet in the time we have before us, prior to his arrival in ­glory to bring the new creation to its full consummation, we must act in a certain way. James says, ‘Do not grumble against one another’ because that would only lead to the Last Day being one of sorrow for us, of judgment rather than joy. James says to set before us, as a model of patience, the prophets of old who spoke God’s word. Men like Isaiah, who were warned beforehand that people may not listen to them, that their hearts would be hard and their ears clogged up, but who preached and proclaimed the word they were given, trusting in God to do his work through it. He knew he was announcing judgment, but also hoped for salvation. What courage and patience he must have needed! So as the Church of England’s set prayer (or collect) for this week says, ‘give us courage to speak the truth, to hunger for justice, and to suffer for the cause of right, with Jesus Christ our Lord’. Let’s pray for this steadfast patience.






4th Sunday of Advent

Isaiah 7:10–16 · Romans 1:1–7 · Matthew 1:18–25 · Psalm 80:1–7, 17–19

You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.

This week’s readings celebrate the fulfilment of prophecy in the birth of great David’s greater Son – Jesus, who comes to save his people from their sins.

Isaiah’s prophecy is a warning sign to a corrupt and wicked king. He has just been told that if he does not stand firm in faith, he will not stand at all (Isaiah 7:9), a key verse for the whole book. Yet even when offered, he will not ask for a sign from God to aid his faith. Isaiah gives him one anyway: a virgin will be with child. He will be called Immanuel – God with us. And before he reaches the age of discernment, Ahaz’s enemies (Syria and the Northern Kingdom of Israel) will have been destroyed by a bigger threat (Assyria). This is the good news which Ahaz is called to believe and trust in.

Much ink has been spilled over the precise shade of meaning of the Hebrew word almah in Isaiah 7:14. Whether in the eighth century bc it unambiguously meant virgin, or just a young maiden, the Greek of Matthew’s Gospel makes it crystal clear that in the ultimate fulfilment of the prophecy, Jesus the Messiah was born of a virgin. Matthew tells us that not only is Jesus the Christ, and Immanuel (God with us), but he is ‘from the Holy Spirit’ and will rescue his people from their sins. Joseph’s relationship to the ancient kingship is also made clear when the angel addresses him as ‘Joseph, son of David’ (see also Matthew 1:16), so we know that this child has impeccable human and divine claims to be the King of the Jews and Saviour of his people. It is also clear that he will be a far greater king than Ahaz ever was.

Just how much greater, Paul outlines in the magnificent opening of his letter to the Romans. The good news which Paul ­preaches is a gospel ‘promised long ago through his prophets in the holy scriptures’. It is centred on God’s Son. Paul tells us two things about this virgin-born Son: in flesh he is descended from David, the royal line from which the Messiah was expected to come and which God promised would provide a king for ever. Paul’s gospel is rooted in Old Testament expectations, even when he is sent to the Gentiles, who probably had not heard of Isaiah’s prophecy. Yet Jesus is also the Son of God, a title which Paul links to the Lord’s resurrection from the dead – a powerful demonstration that he is the long-­awaited, death-crushing, everlasting King. ‘The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight’, in the little town of Bethlehem, the city of David.

Paul goes on to link his own mission to that of the Messiah. He is an apostle ‘set apart for the gospel of God’, but he received this grace and apostleship through Jesus, that the Gentiles might believe in him. His calling is to bring about ‘the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles for the sake of his name’, which includes the Romans, and those of us in the (predominantly Gentile) rest of the world.

We too can be part of the Messiah’s people, the ones he came to save from their sins. The question we are faced with is, as always, will we trust and obey? Or will we, like King Ahaz, refuse to believe the good news proclaimed to us and look to the God who has promised to save?






CHRISTMAS

1st Sunday of Christmas

Isaiah 63:7–9 · Hebrews 2:10–18 · Matthew 2:13–23 · Psalm 148

He said, ‘Surely they are my people, children who will be true to me’; and so he became their Saviour.

Christmas is about God himself graciously coming among us, not just to identify with us or bless us in the abstract, but to die, as planned. Our merciful Saviour suffered in our place.

Isaiah rejoices in the presence of God with his people, and in all his gracious and mighty works for them. His steadfast love to his people meant that he could not remain at a distance or refuse to get involved in their sufferings and struggles. He shows them favour, not because they deserve it, but ‘according to his mercy’. They are his people, his children, and so sending a mere messenger or angel to help them would not be entirely sufficient. He must come himself.

As astonishing as that is, God goes further. He ‘lifted them up and carried them’ – a sustaining love and care which shows an ongoing concern for those he aspires to lift up, out of their sin and sorrow. The plans of this covenant-keeping God are not thwarted by either his enemies’ strength or his people’s transgressions. Isaiah has already announced that one is coming who will bear the iniquities of his people, and be punished in their place, and yet triumph over death to see the light of life (Isaiah 52–53).

Right on cue, the shadow of death falls over the nativity in Matthew 2, but it proves no obstacle to the fulfilment of God’s purposes. The devil planned to strike the heel of Immanuel and kill him. Yet the time had not yet come for him to serve through suffering. A baby is too passive to be a willing sacrifice for sin, so if the Christ-child had died it would not be so clear that God was at work to save. Yet Herod did all he could to destroy the baby who threatened his power. A messenger or angel was sent to warn Joseph, and a timely escape was executed instead, fulfilling Scripture in the process, which cannot help but point to this child.

The devil does not give up so easily. Herod is incensed by the failure of his plan, and so unleashes all the forces at his disposal. The innocent children – innocent, at the very least, because they are not guilty of being the Messiah! – are slaughtered. Yet none of this falls outside the providence of God, whose prophet Jeremiah foresaw what would happen (Jeremiah 31:15). When the threat from Herod is over, the path seems clear for a homecoming; but even then, Herod’s son might have threatened the return from Egypt. Yet God knows, and God provides: he warns Joseph in a dream, and again fulfils the prophets.

Hebrews 2 reflects on the work of the covenant-keeping God from the other side of the cross and resurrection. The author sees clearly that God’s plan was to lift up his children and to bring them to glory. The necessity of the crucifixion is brought out in verse 14: the pioneer of salvation would have to go through death in order to destroy the one who brought down that veil upon the world. And so the immortal, invisible God – who alone can save, as Isaiah said – needed to become blood and flesh so he might die for his children. He became flesh to taste death, that his people, his family, might be atoned for and live.

Through his suffering, they are sanctified. Through his death they are released from the fear of death which held them in slavery all their lives and caused them to resort to religious and superstitious protectionism. Now they have a saviour God who gets his hands dirty, and out of mercy acts as both faithful high priest and willing victim.

In the distress of temptation and testing, there is only one who has been perfected through suffering himself who is adequate to lift us up and carry us home. If we are his children, and true to him, he will be our Saviour.






2nd Sunday of Christmas

Jeremiah 31:7–14 · Ephesians 1:3–14 · John 1:1–18 · Psalm 147:12–20

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!

The focus of our readings this week is the joy that comes from God’s cosmic plan to save his undeserving people and make them his children by his grace alone.

Jeremiah’s prophecy (which comes just before his oft-quoted prophecy of the new covenant, later in this chapter), begins with a command to ‘sing aloud with gladness!’ God has come to save his people, and not just out of Babylon. Those who are scattered over all the earth will hear his call. Whether they are blind or lame or in labour, he will gather them all. He will keep them as a shepherd keeps his flock, but also, it says, he will be a father to them and they shall be his firstborn. The glory and credit for this salvation goes entirely to God – Jacob is redeemed ‘from hands too strong for him’, and the people are ‘radiant over the goodness of the Lord’. He does not share his glory with another, or merely augment Israel’s own efforts to free herself. And so young and old, men and women, rejoice and dance and flourish, satisfied with the good gifts that God has freely given them.

The apostle Paul likewise calls for rejoicing as he blesses God for blessing us in Christ. God’s strategy, which he outlines in this magnificent and joyfully breathless single sentence in Ephesians 1:3–14, centres on verse 10: God’s plan to unite all things in heaven and on earth under one head, Jesus Christ. The plan stretches backwards to our unconditional election in eternity; brings us redemption in the present through irresistible grace; and reaches out into eternity again with an unwavering, promised hope. We were destined for adoption as sons, according to God’s eternal pleasure; we have forgiveness of our sins according to the riches of his grace; and we are destined to obtain an inheritance, having set our hope on Christ when we heard the gospel of our salvation. No wonder Paul peppers this paragraph with the language of praise directed to God alone: it is all ‘to the praise of his glorious grace, that he freely bestowed on us’.

John also lays out God’s plan from eternity, beginning his Gospel where Moses began his Genesis. In the beginning was the Word: not just any old Word but one which was with God in the beginning, and who – wonderfully – was God. When the world was created, it was he who made it. Where there was light, it was light because of him. Darkness, even the darkness of our sin, could not hold out against this light, which came as a beacon for all. Yet because of our rebellious nature, we did not accept this, but like Adam and Eve we hide from the searching light of the world. John says only some were given the power to become children of God, and this not from any exercise of the will, but by God’s power and grace alone. Christ has made him known, and in this revelation, he has focused on divine grace. Through this glorious Son, we too can become children of God, who like John the Baptiser point to the light before us and ahead of us as our only hope and salvation.

People give gifts at Christmas for all kinds of reasons: out of love, out of custom, out of habit, out of fear, out of hope, out of a desire to win friends and influence people. God gave his own Son out of pure grace and mercy, to make us his children. Don’t you think his priceless gift should elicit more than a mere thank you card? Let’s give him the deepest songs of everlasting, heartfelt praise.






EPIPHANY

Epiphany

Isaiah 60:1–6 · Ephesians 3:1–12 · Matthew 2:1–12 · Psalm 72:1–15

May all kings bow down to him and all nations serve him.

These readings should make us rejoice in the good news that Jesus is truly light for the world, including Gentiles.

The traditional story for Epiphany is Matthew 2:1–12, although strangely we had verses 13–23 as the Gospel reading two weeks ago! Matthew’s narrative is of course somewhat different to our standard nativity play version: we are not told how many wise men from the East came to find the new born ‘King of the Jews’, although we often assume it was three because they gave three gifts (though some in the East today believe it was as many as a dozen); we are not told they came on camels (or ‘one in a taxi, one in a car, one on his scooter’ as the sacrilegious hymn I learned in childhood has it!); we are not told their names (­medieval ­inventions); they probably came up to two years ­after Jesus’s birth (see verse 16), rather than two minutes after the shepherds; and we are not told here that they were ‘kings’ (though see Psalm 72:10–11).

What is important, however, is the significance of this episode. For Matthew (the only Evangelist to report on the visit of the Magi) this revolves, as always, around the fulfilment of the Scriptures. Herod is afraid when he hears they have come to find a new king, and all Jerusalem with him, because they realise there is now a threat to their corrupt regime. They ascertain from the prophecy of Micah that the Messiah (for who else could command his own star? Numbers 24:17) would be born in David’s birthplace, in Bethlehem (Micah 5:2). No longer in a manger but a house (verse 11), they meet the Lord and his blessed mother and hand over their precious gifts. There is no end of speculation about their significance, but they may point to the kingly (gold), and priestly (frankincense) ministry of the child, while myrrh is sometimes thought to be the kind of sap or ointment which would have been used to anoint a dead body – a foreshadowing of Christ’s saving death.

With Isaiah 60 in mind, Matthew’s story can be seen with even more colour. When the light of Israel comes, the Lord and his glory will shine on the whole world, even those who dwell in the darkness of the Gentile world. The nations shall come to that light, even ‘kings to the brightness of your dawn’. This may be a prophetic indication that the tradition of royal Magi is not so fictitious after all. Or it may project a longer-term view of how far the gospel will penetrate in its centuries’ long ­expansion, from Emperor Constantine to King Charles II and other monarchs who profess to follow the Servant King. Camels from the East appear in verse 6 along with gold and frankincense, so it is not hard to see the appropriateness of this reading alongside ­Matthew 2, which also features the note of thrilling joy and wonder at what the Lord has done, as unbelief is turned to worship of the one true God.

Paul too reflects on this theme with excitement, with a view to our encouragement (Ephesians 3:13). The key is in Ephesians 3:6 where we hear that through the gospel the Gentiles share the ­inheritance, the body, and the promise in Christ. All the nations of the world were promised blessing through Abraham (Genesis 12), and in Christ that hope of the ages is fulfilled. But Paul sees this achievement against an even bigger canvas in verse 10, where he tells us that through the Church united in Christ, God’s multi-­faceted wisdom is declared in the heavenly places to the angelic ­rulers and authorities. This expansive, cosmic vision is intended to strengthen the hearts of believers, even in the midst of the suffering and persecution which always seem to accompany the fulfilment of God’s purposes in history. But have you come to bow down before him, and serve him?






1st Sunday of Epiphany

Isaiah 42:1–9 · Acts 10:34–43 · Matthew 3:13–17 · Psalm 29

All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.

The readings this week proclaim the glorious truth that the Spirit­-anointed Saviour has come, to bring God’s forgiveness to all the nations of his world.

Isaiah 42 prophesies that God’s chosen servant will bring justice and truth to the nations. Because the Father delights in him, he is anointed with his Spirit. That anointing often led to works of mighty power in the Old Testament from the judges and kings of Israel, but this servant is anointed for gentleness. Those who are damaged and bruised will not be hurt; those whose spiritual fervour is growing dim will not be put out; he will not shout above the noise of the public square but influence it and change it for good all the same. The redemption he brings is extended to the nations, all of whom are created and sustained by God. The light of the covenant is opened to them, so that even the coastlands which wait for his teaching, the farthest flung islands, will hear the truth of his word and have their eyes opened to its glory.

In Matthew 3, that long-awaited servant comes. To fulfil all righteousness he submits to baptism because all Israel were doing so in response to the call of God’s prophet, John. Identifying wholly with them, though having no sin of his own to repent of, he is baptised by his cousin, who senses what a profound and serious moment this is. The Spirit comes upon the servant, in the form of a dove, and the Father speaks from heaven to repeat what he said in Isaiah 42 – this is the one in whom I delight! This servant is my own true Son. The Trinitarian-ness of God is exposed to full view, as the plan and work of God to save his people begins in earnest.

Peter begins to spread that same word to the waiting nations in Acts 10, as he preaches to Cornelius and his family. He recounts the story of Jesus, the Lord of all, sent first to the Jews to preach peace to them. He narrates how Jesus was baptised, and how the message of the good news spread, and how he was anointed with the Holy Spirit. He retells the story of Christ’s good works, his healings and miracles, and defeat of the devil. Supremely, as a first-hand witness, he marvels in the death and resurrection of this Messiah, and testifies to its truth: ‘we ate and drank with him – he was no ghost or phantom!’

After this gospel outline, we might expect an altar call, so to speak. And Peter does not disappoint. But the way he presents the message he has been called to preach is startling when looked at closely. We are often told that the Old Testament God is supremely a God of judgment and wrath, but that Jesus is gentle and meek and wouldn’t exclude anyone. Yet look how Peter sums it up: we, the New Testament apostles, preach that Jesus has been ordained by God to bring justice to the nations: he is judge of the living and the dead. That is the New Testament gospel. Yet Christ is also the fulfilment of the Old Testament hope: the prophets testify that he is the one who brings forgiveness of sins to all who believe in him. Forgiveness preached in the Old; judgment in the New. How surprising the message of the Bible can be, undercutting our preconceptions or lazy formulas with its precision and depth!






2nd Sunday of Epiphany

Isaiah 49:1–7 · 1 Corinthians 1:1–9 · John 1:29–42 · Psalm 40:1–11

What do you want?

This Sunday’s readings are about calling: the calling of God’s servant, Jesus, and the calling of God’s saints. Do you want to call on him, and be in their number? Or are you looking for something else?

In Isaiah, we again hear more about the servant of God who will draw God’s people back to himself and gather them together. He himself calls to the nations, to announce that he has been called by God, in two ways. First, he was named by the Lord himself, but second, he was called and given the vocation of a servant. That vocation involves him in speaking God’s powerful word, but only at the right time: he is kept like a polished arrow ready to be revealed in due course (as Galatians 4 puts it, ‘when the fullness of time had come’, or Romans 5, ‘at just the right time’).

This vocation will be ultimately for God’s own glory and fame, but the servant himself confesses that it seems from a human perspective to be weak and empty: has he laboured in vain and spent his strength for no earthly gain? His work might appear a failure to some eyes, but he is confident too, that his reward is ultimately secure with God. He is called to be a light and the salvation of the nations, though this final victory only comes to one who is deeply despised and abhorred for a time.

John, called the Baptiser, names Jesus in the Gospel reading. Jesus is ‘the Lamb of God’ who takes away the sin of the world. He is the pre-existent and supreme one, who baptises with the Holy Spirit (as the Father told John when he sent him), and is himself the Son of God. The Trinity is seen acting together not just in the baptism of Christ but in the Baptiser’s calling and understanding too. These names not only mark out our Saviour as the long-awaited King, but also as the Suffering Servant, called and destined to bear sin on our behalf, to suck in all its fatal poison then carry it away in his sacrificial death.

Identified as such, Christ calls his followers. But those who began to follow him when pointed in his direction by John are asked, as are all his disciples, ‘What are you looking for? What do you want?’ They call him ‘Rabbi’, a teacher, and that he most certainly is, but how much more will their understanding grow as the Gospel progresses! ‘Come and see,’ he tells them, beckoning them into a lifelong calling as followers and learners. Andrew in turn calls his brother, Simon, to be a follower too. And as he begins his new life, Jesus calls him by a new name: Peter, the Rock. Being called and regenerated by Jesus can change you at the most fundamental level of your identity.

Paul shared in Peter’s calling to be a foundation, an apostle of ­Jesus Christ by the will of God. In 1 Corinthians he writes to an ­errant, somewhat wild, arrogant and disobedient church. Yet nonetheless, they are ‘called to be saints, together with those who in ­every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.’ Their identity is in him, and most fundamentally they are saints, holy ones, because they call on the name of Jesus. It is interesting that Paul twice mentions that this calling is not a solitary one (in verses 2 and 9), because some of the Corinthians thought that the word of God (practically!) originated with them, and that they in their idiosyncrasies were the only truly spiritual Christians (see 1 Corinthians 14:36). Yet Paul reminds them that despite their great grace and strength, they relied upon God for their gifts and calling, and to keep them in the worldwide fellowship of his Son. The question for us is: is that what we want, or do we have a different identity and plan?






3rd Sunday of Epiphany

Isaiah 9:1–4 · 1 Corinthians 1:10–18 · Matthew 4:12–23 · Psalm 27:1, 4–9

The Lord is my light and my salvation – whom shall I fear?

These readings unfold the power of the gospel to bring light and healing to those who believe.

There was gloom, anguish, and deep darkness for the people of Zebulun and Naphtali in the northern regions of Israel’s Promised Land. Conquest and exile had brought the land into contempt, says the prophet Isaiah. And even as the glory the prophet foresaw was beginning to dawn in that area, many centuries later, people would still be saying of one of its towns, ‘Can anything good come from Nazareth?’ (John 1:46).

Yet it was precisely in that lowly, mixed-up place, Galilee, overrun by the Gentiles, that God’s light would shine. God’s plan to bring together a people for himself would begin to bear fruit here, in the very place where hope seemed lost when the ­Assyrians ravaged the land. This region was favoured by the first preaching of our Saviour, which brought life and joy to those who heard it after so many years of tumult and tension. Their rejoicing was like that of labourers who finally enjoy the harvest they have longed for and arduously reaped, or like that of a victorious army after long and wearisome battles. Their chains fell off, their hearts were free.

Matthew 4 narrates how Christ made his home among the ­people of Galilee and proclaimed to them the good news that the kingdom of heaven had come near. His call to repentance was addressed first to the ordinary working people of a neglected northern backwater. The Lord began looking for his people not in the palace of Herod or the temple offices of Caiaphas but in the smelly, sweaty harbours of Simon and Andrew, James and John. He chooses the weak things of the world, to shame the strong. It may seem foolish to some, but there is unfathomable wisdom in the divine plan.

The old Bible commentator Matthew Henry (1662–1714) comments that ‘Diligence in an honest calling is pleasing to Christ, and no hindrance to a holy life … Idle people lie more open to the temptations of Satan than to the calls of God.’1 These fishermen certainly proved open to Christ’s call as they left their nets and followed him. And though God’s call is always solely by grace, quite apart from any supposed merit foreseen in us, their actions on that day perhaps suggested their future usefulness. Peter and Andrew cast a net into the lake, so the Lord called them to be fishers of men. James and John were ‘mending their nets’, and though the text here is not explicit about it, one wonders if Matthew is alerting us to the healing, uniting vocation of the apostles, whose words would be the foundation of the church and its unity in him (Ephesians 2:20; 4:11–12). Jesus’s ministry, in any case, was one of literal healing, we’re told, as he travelled the area curing every disease and sickness.

Paul’s appeal to the divided Gentile church in Corinth certainly is an example of applying the gospel to heal the divisions within God’s people. In the face of person-centred factionalism – ‘I follow Apollos’, ‘I follow Cephas’, ‘I just follow Christ’ (how very sanctimonious!) – Paul urges them to be of one mind and purpose. That unity should focus on ‘the message of the cross’ and its power to save all those who believe, and their purpose should be to bring light to their city by proclaiming that glorious truth. So Paul calls on the Corinthians to be united, to mend their tearing nets (­using the same Greek verb in verse 10 as in Matthew 4:21, above). Those who agree on the apostolic preaching of the cross can put aside their other differences by a unity of affection and purpose; though without such foundational consensus, of course, both unity of purpose and affection remain perilously weakened and resist being knit together.

Let us pray for light and healing to come to the church, as well as to the world. What is there to be afraid of?







4th Sunday of Epiphany

1 Kings 17:8–16 · 1 Corinthians 1:18–31 · John 2:1–11 · Psalm 36:5–10

The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing.

With the feast of the conversion of St Paul coming in late ­January, it is fitting to consider the reading today from his first letter to the Corinthians. Let’s focus just on that this week. Here, the apostle ­reminds the church that appearance isn’t everything.

Like Elijah in 1 Kings 17, Paul was sent to places outside his comfort zone, outside the nation of Israel. The biggest issue in the church at Corinth in ancient Greece, where Paul had once evangelised, was that there was too much Corinth in the Corinthians. That is, the church was corrupted and infected and infused with the worldliness of its surrounding culture. Corinth was a big, successful and strategic city, a port at the centre of some vitally important trade routes, and with multitudes of wealthy and important people passing through all the time.

It was a place steeped in power and wealth – a glitzy, glamorous place of entertainment, including all those types of entertainment one usually finds in port cities. It was full of temples and temple prostitution, and sexual promiscuity of every conceivable kind, ­heterosexual and homosexual. It was New York, Amsterdam, London. It also had something of the Las Vegas or Hollywood about it. A city of bright lights and big dreams and money and celebrity. And the church? The church had all those things too, sadly. Too interested in looking good, in what’s impressive, in sex, in knowledge and in power.

Every church has to fight against its surrounding culture, of course. But none more so than the church encircled by rampant immorality and greed and glamour and power. It is true that it was a ­spiritual church, not lacking in any spiritual gift (1:7). It was full of gifted, ­talented people. But it was also a split church, divided between various factions (1:10–12). And that sectarian spirit can only have been strengthened by the supercilious arrogance of those who thought they were so discerning and wise that they could look down upon the others.

Paul’s answer to this is to stress how weak and foolish God’s ways appear to sinful human minds. His salvation comes through weakness and foolishness. Jews demanded signs (like the turning of ­water into wine perhaps, from John 2) and Greeks looked for wisdom; but Paul preached Christ crucified (verse 22)! To the world’s eyes, and to worldly Christian eyes, the cross of Christ is frankly stupid. It appears weak and pathetic and a little bit embarrassing. Especially in that culture where crucifixion was something you just didn’t talk about; it was so disgusting and barbaric and low. The ‘utterly vile death of the cross’ as the Corinthian chatterati might have called it, was God’s unique way of rescuing dying humanity. To paraphrase one modern celebrity atheist, ‘it’s so petty, it’s so trivial, it’s so local, it’s so earth-bound, so unworthy’ – and yet it turned the world upside down and destroyed its much-vaunted wisdom.

Sometimes as Christians, although we know somehow that it is the power of God and the wisdom of God, we don’t really like God’s foolish way. We don’t want it to be weak and stupid. We don’t want people to think we are weak and stupid. Imagine the PR men in Corinth chatting it over with Paul: ‘Not a good marketing strategy for your product, old boy, this dying on a cross business. Need a better logo. Might work with some weak-minded folks who need a crutch and an inspiring example of suffering. But not here in Corinth. Gotta be more upbeat, old chap. Go for the glory rather than the gory. That’ll work better here.’

If our idea of success is measured in terms of numbers, style, popularity, money, church plants, social media followers or some other worldly indicator, Paul deconstructs and disarms us here. No one can boast, except in the Lord – for his foolishness and feebleness is greater than all that we take pride in.2







Presentation of Christ in the Temple (Candlemas)

Malachi 3:1–5 · Hebrews 2:14–18 · Luke 2:22–40 · Psalm 24:1–10

But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears?

This week, our readings present to us Christ in the Temple, the ­glorious Saviour and judge of all.

Malachi’s prophecy reveals that God will send his Messenger (in the Hebrew, malachi) to prepare the way for him to return to his Temple in Jerusalem. The Temple of Solomon had been filled with God’s glory, just as Moses’s Tabernacle had been, so the exiles of Malachi’s day hoped and expected God to show himself and his glory in the rebuilt ruins after their return from Babylon. Indeed, Haggai prophesied greater glory for that place than ever before (Haggai 2:9). So the Lord (Yahweh) reveals that the Lord (Adon) will come, as they desired and anticipated, after the Messenger. Yet that divine coming would not herald glory and salvation immediately, but a winnowing, a division, a purifying judgment. When the Lord appears, he will save his God-fearing people and purify their hearts and offerings, but swiftly judge those who long not for his arrival but for their own pleasure and gain.

When, many centuries later, the righteous old man Simeon sees the Lord Jesus arrive at the Temple for the purification ritual, he declares him to be a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for the glory of God’s people in that place. He has come, a few months after his older cousin, John the Baptiser, to fulfil all righteousness according to the Law of Moses. Mary and Joseph (called in Luke 2:33 ‘the child’s father’, though we already know that is an honorary title), are amazed at the things they hear. The prophetess Anna has been waiting for just this moment, never leaving the Temple but longing for the coming of the Lord. When she sees him she rejoices in the dawn of redemption.

But Simeon, led by the Spirit, also has words of warning. Jesus will bring not only salvation but also divisive judgment. He is a sign that will be opposed, the rising and falling of many – either the fall and restoration of the same people, or the rise of some and the fall of others. That will be true not least for his own mother, whose heart will be pierced with pain as she one day watches her son die in that very same city. News of his subsequent resurrection would divide the inhabitants of Jerusalem, just as his teaching in the Temple had persuaded many to oppose and crucify him.

Yet this was why he came, according to Hebrews 2. He took on our nature, our blood and flesh, precisely that he might be able to die. The incarnation made possible his defeat of the devil on the cross, as through death he destroyed the one with the power of death. Through death he redeems those who were slaves to fear and achieves the salvation of his children, those who share the faith of Abraham. He grasps hold of humanity (our nature, and us) ‘so that’ he might sacrifice himself as a wrath-bearing sacrifice of atonement for the sins of his people. He was coming to purify the priests that they might ‘present offerings to the Lord in righteousness’ (NRSV), said Malachi. Yet he himself is our merciful and faithful high priest, presenting his own tested and genuine perfection to God as a pure and holy offering in our place.

Here is a Saviour who understands our weaknesses and struggles from the inside, no distant God who remains aloof but one who bares his holy arm, rolls up his sleeves and gets his hands dirty, with blood, to help us. Here too, then, is a God, before whom none can make excuses when he draws near to us for judgment; a Lord to be both adored and feared – but most of all to be trusted, eagerly awaited and embraced.






ORDINARY TIME

Proper 1

Sunday between 3 and 9 February inclusive (if earlier than the Second Sunday before Lent)

Isaiah 58:1–12 · 1 Corinthians 2:1–16 · Matthew 5:13–20 · Psalm 112:1–10

Blessed are those who fear the Lord, who find great delight in his commands.

All three readings this week bring an unexpected change of perspective to surprise their worldly audiences and jolt them into a change of heart and life. Will they move you and delight you in a similar way?

Isaiah 58 exposes a supposedly religious people, who claim to delight in God’s ways and seek after him, but whose outward righteousness hides a quarrelsome spirit. While fasting, they fight. Their focus is on their own interests, not those of others. The fasting which God, on the other hand, requires, is more than orthodox religious conformity. It involves freeing the oppressed and taking care of the vulnerable. God refuses to hear the prayers of those who point the finger at others but do nothing for the cause of true freedom. Light, healing, vindication, guidance and satisfaction are all promised here but only to those who reorientate their lives around God’s revealed priorities. Those who persist in self-seeking, self-serving and ­worldly piety will have no access to the inextinguishable fountain of divine strength. God cannot be manipulated into blessing and restoring those whose eyes are only on themselves.

The shock in the Gospel reading is that true righteousness is still to be public. The salt of the earth and the light of the world must do their thing in the public square. The response to the condemnation of public hypocrisy, such as in Isaiah 58, is not to hide away and do nothing but to be more clearly what God made us to be. We must not shrink but shine. Yet the focus is not on ‘to thine own self be true’, a gospel of self-realisation through which I can attain fame and celebrity; but ‘let them see your good works and glorify God’.

Yet again Jesus shocks by not lowering the standard, as he is often thought by many to do. He did not come to abolish the Ten Commandments, or to lighten the impact of Isaiah’s critique of our merely outward godliness. If we wish to be great, the Law and the Prophets point the way to advancement in the kingdom of heaven. Indeed, only righteousness that exceeds the meticulous legalism of pharisaic expectations is good enough to open the gates of that dominion. An intolerable burden for us sinners to bear, were it not for the one who spoke these words becoming sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God (2 Corinthians 5:21).
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