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ADDRESS   10 October 2010    

20th Sunday after Pentecost 
==================================================== 
Jeremiah 29.1, 4-7  -- new hope after the exile 

Psalm 66. 1-11 --  come and see what God has done 

2 Timothy 2.8-15  -- be strong in the grace which is in Christ Jesus 
Luke 17.11-19  --  10 lepers, one gave thanks 

 
========================================================================================= 

 

Father God, help us to see you more clearly, love you more dearly and follow you more 

nearly, day by day.  AMEN. 

 

 

As most of you know, I am standing in for Father Chris in ministering to three of the nursing 

homes associated with the parish.  It is a great privilege to go there each month with the 

sacrament, and to visit one of two of the residents in their rooms.  They are not well enough 

to come to the service, but they like to see the minister when he comes.  

 

Sometimes a familiar face is missing, or there is someone new in the group, someone who 

has come into the home because there was a vacancy.  No-one says why someone is 

missing or how a vacancy occurred -- death is an ever-present reality the residents don’t 

like to dwell on.   My elder son is a doctor, but when I don’t feel well, I don’t talk to him 

about it.   He reminds me so often that, in spite of all the advances of medical science, 

Australia still has a 100 per cent death rate.      

 

If you  knew you were about to die, who would you want to contact?  What would you want 

to say or write? 

 

Today’s epistle is part of the last letter of St Paul.   Paul is in prison in Rome, for the second 

time, in chains, awaiting death;   many historians believe he was probably accused of being 

involved in the great the fire which destroyed so much of the city in the year 64.   Nero 

blamed the fire on the Christians and they paid a dreadful price – the Roman historian 

Tacitus records that 

  In their very deaths they were made the subjects of sport: for they were covered with 

 the hides of wild beasts, and worried to death by dogs, or nailed to crosses, or set 

 fire to, and when the day waned, burned to serve for the evening lights.  
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A grisly death.   That was what Paul could expect, and many of his friends and followers 

had already abandoned him to his fate.   

 

So when he writes to the young deacon Timothy in Ephesus, he could easily have said, ‘Be 

careful what you say and what you do or you could suffer the same fate I am about to 

suffer’.   But what does  he write?   ‘Do your best to present yourself to God as one 

approved by him, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly explaining the word of 

truth’.     Paul is saying, ‘Keep doing what you are doing, keep ministering the word of truth, 

for the word of truth is not in chains’, as Paul himself is, ‘the word of truth is free and it is 

liberating, bringing freedom to others’. 

 

This letter has a different tone and some different vocabulary from Paul’s longer letters.  So 

some scholars have wondered if Paul actually wrote it, in spite of the graphic personal 

detail.   In the past few years, the text has been computer-analysed in detail and most 

conservative scholars now believe that this epistle began as a private letter, to encourage 

Timothy in his ministry in Ephesus, but it was edited and published, years later, to 

encourage the churches to resist the heresies and defy the persecutions of their own time.    

 

As we have it, this is a letter about effective Christian ministry – not just about Timothy’s 

ministry, but about ministry in every time and place, about our ministry here at St Mark’s.  

Even the short passage Pauline read to us has some important dos and don’ts for this 

parish in this time of change.  Chris is not in chains, but he is no longer as free as he was to 

do  ministry; so he is making more time to be a minister, to be available to visit and to be 

visited, and to lead us into new and richer encounters with God through our services of 

morning and evening prayer each weekday.   These are new opportunities to spend time 

with him, and with God. 

 

So, briefly, let’s look at a few of Paul’s dos and don’ts in this passage and see what we can 

learn from them:  
 

 DO   No 1.  Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead... that is my gospel.  That 

is the good news. 

 

Effective ministry centres on Jesus, not on the church and especially, not on religion.  The 

church is not always interesting or credible, especially today, especially for young people.   
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But Jesus always is.   His message and his example resonate in every generation.   The 

media continually remind us that a few religious people seem to be allied with the forces of 

darkness, but believers know that Jesus is the light of the world in every age.  Most of us 

are more comfortable talking about what is going on in the church than we are about talking 

about Jesus.  But we need to do more than invite people to a fete or an art show or a social 

issues forum or even a church service.  When the opportunity offers, we need to become 

comfortable in inviting people to.take Jesus seriously. 

 

In this passage, the Greek for ‘raised’ is present tense:  Christians are not witnessing to a 

past event, but to a continuing presence.    Jesus is an ever-living being who can give us 

the strength to face whatever life throws at us, even death. 

 

For centuries, Jewish people have seen God revealed in history -- One, eternal, awesome, 

unseen, unchanging.   One of our hymns today sums up this Jewish understanding: 
 

 Praise to the Living God, all praise be to his name 

 Who was, and is, and is to be, and still the same. 

 

But Paul reminds us that this is only part of the story – we worship a God who at one point 

in time dared to be different, to become visible, to spend time on earth, being tempted in 

every way as we are, yet without sin, as the unknown writer to the Hebrew puts it.      

 

 There’s a Gospel hymn which puts this first DO so well – 

(music)  

 Turn your eyes upon Jesus, 

  Look full in his wonderful face, 

 And the things of earth will grow strangely dim 

 In the light of his glory and grace. 

The words and music were both written last century by an American Methodist lady.  She 

had gone blind, and her husband had left her because of that, but she still had eyes to see 

Jesus and rejoice in his love.   Hillsong Music has made a new version of this powerful old 

hymn, but even they cannot spoil it.    
 

 (DO No. 2)   Focus on Jesus, that’s Paul’s first DO.    
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The second is this:  accept that the going will be tough sometimes, there will be hardship, 

even to the point of being chained like a criminal, but love will always win out in the end.   

 

The Word of God is not bound ...     This message of hope is found dozens of times on the 

walls of the 600 miles of catacombs under the city of Rome.  It was the hope of Jeremiah as 

he saw his people led into captivity.  It has been the experience of Christians throughout the 

centuries:  

 

John Bunyan spent years in prison for preaching without a licence; at one time his cell was 

on the outside wall of the gaol, so he preached through the barred opening in the wall to the 

crowds who gathered outside.  The word of God is not bound.   

 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was hanged with piano wire, naked, in a Nazi concentration camp, but 

his letters and papers from prison continue to inspire us to look beyond the rituals of the 

church to the reality of God incarnate in a suffering Christ.   

 

The word of God is not bound, not by imprisonment, not even by death.   For, as Paul says, 

and he seems to be quoting from a liturgy of the early church, 

 If we have died with him, we will also live with him; 

 If we endure, we will also reign with him. 

  

 These two DOs are followed by a DON’T:    DON’T  wrangle over words –  yet that’s 

just what Christians have been doing for centuries, and it simply turns people off.   Here in 

this diocese there are continuing wrangles over words ... words like ‘salvation’, ‘atonement’, 

‘ministry’, and more...  In his latest book, Bishop Tom Frame speaks of Anglicanism as ‘a 

house divided’ – divided into warring tribes, marked, he says, by ‘internal squabbles, 

distracted leadership, weak discipline, contradictory strategies and self-serving 

opportunism’.  That’s all on page 1 and there are 311 pages to follow!   

 

It’s clear from Paul’s letters that there were divisions in the early church too – it fact it took 

four or five centuries to define orthodoxy, and then to enforce it.   Often the controversies 

were nothing more than wrangles about words, but sometimes they degenerated into 

struggles for political and ecclesiastical power, but always they took the focus of attention 

away from Jesus.  For God’s sake, we cannot afford to do that. 
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 Finally, there is Paul’s DO No 3:      what you do, do with enthusiasm.   

The translation we heard today is:  ‘do your best’ – the Greek spoudazo means that, but it 

means so much more ... ‘be diligent’, ‘make speed’, do your utmost’, ‘hold nothing back’.    

Paul faced the unremitting hostility of the powerful, of Jewish leaders, and a Roman state 

determined that everyone should worship the emperor as a god.  We face apathy and 

indifference, and internal divisions, and strident secularism, as well as the challenge of 

other religions and teachings, including Islam and Buddhism and wishy-washy New Age 

eclecticism.    

 

But we have the same promise as the one given to the early followers of Jesus – 

 If we endure, we shall also reign with him ... 

 If we are faithless, he remains faithful, 

 For he cannot deny himself. 

 

God in Jesus cannot be other than he is -- boundless, self-giving love.  Love is unique – the 

more you give, the more you have.  The evidence is all around us.  We can see love in a 

new mother caressing her baby, in the staff caring for the residents in our nursing homes, in 

young people serving coffee to the homeless in Martin Place, in Barbara bringing hope to 

the abused women of the Congo;  

  we can sense love in a good relationship, in Chris caring for Pam, or Marlene for 

Peter or Marty for me.    

 

Love is awesome, and the supreme example is Jesus our Lord.– the God who came to 

earth to teach and to heal, whether people thanked him or not;  then died for our 

redemption -- let’s not wrangle over the word but rejoice in the reality.   For we glory in an 

empty cross: our liturgy reminds us that Jesus has died once and is raised for ever, 

ministering to us as we minister to others, when we do it enthusiasm, holding nothing back. 

 

Inspired by his love, we become more loving.   21 centuries of Christian experience confirm 

the Christian message:   

 ‘If we do our best, God will do the rest’.         Praise to the living God.  ╬ 


