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21st Sunday after Pentecost 

Jeremiah 31.27–34  Psalm 119.97–104 

2 Timothy 3.10–4.5  Luke 18.1–14 

May I speak, and we listen, in the name of God, Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

I want to ask two important questions today, and 

suggest some answers.  

Firstly, why go to church? 

Why are we here today? Have you ever seriously asked 

the question? Is it habit, to be with friends, for the 

music? To be saved? 

I don’t know about you, but I don’t actually debate this 

question each Sunday morning – I just get up and come. 

A bit like the son asking his mother why he should get 

out of bed and go to church, who is briskly reminded: 

“we always go to church on Sunday, you are forty years 

old and the vicar of the parish”. Perhaps we come 

because we are Christians and that’s what good 

Christians do. 

Which begs my second question:  

What does it mean to be a good Christian? 

And that brings us to our second reading today – Paul’s 

letter about how Timothy should be a good Christian. 
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This letter was one of the last books in the New 

Testament to be written. At this time, the general 

expectation in the new church of Christ’s imminent 

return in glory within the lifetime of the apostles, was 

fading, as, one by one, those who had walked and 

talked with Jesus died. The urgent need for the followers 

of the Christ to bring the saving story of his life, death 

and resurrection to the known world before his return 

was being transformed into a far different and longer 

term mission. They had to face the challenge of “living 

in the world”. 

Furthermore, this church was under direct threat from 

Roman emperors who demanded title and worship as 

Lord and God. When Christians would not call the 

emperor god, they were persecuted throughout the 

Empire. 

So Paul was charging Timothy, and his people at 

Ephesus, to be steadfast in ministry in a church that was 

seeking a new way of being a community of faithful 

Christians in a hostile society whose gods and idols they 

could not worship. 

Not so very different from us, really, which is why 

Paul’s DOs and DON’Ts to Timothy, earlier in the 

letter, are so apposite today, as Doug powerfully 

showed us last week. So let us look again at this second 



3 
 

epistle of Paul to Timothy. In the section that Eddie 

read for us this morning, there is another crucial 

injunction:  

“But as for you, continue in what you have learned and 

firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it, 

and how from childhood you have known the sacred 

writings that are able to instruct you for salvation 

through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired 

(literally ‘breathed out’) by God and is useful for 

teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God 

may be proficient, equipped for every good work.” (2 

Tim 3.14–17. NRSV). 

We know from the beginning of the letter that Timothy 

learned his faith from his Jewish grandmother Lois and 

mother Eunice, and the sacred writings would have 

been the Hebrew Scriptures translated into Greek. This 

is one of the earliest references to the place of scripture 

in the Christian life. 

Well, we have access to these scriptures too! In various 

translations – the New Revised Standard Version for my 

EfM study bible, the King James version that I received 

as a school prize, the New International version in our 

pews, this surfers Bible from the fete. All these 
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translations, plus many other versions, are also readily 

available online.  

And in the pages of this book unfolds the greatest love 

story of all time, the story of the steadfast love of our 

creator for, well, us, a story told through the eyes and 

words and culture of the people who were beginning to 

understand the radical nature of God’s love and what 

they were called to become in response. Indeed, our 

reading from Jeremiah this morning tells an important 

part of this story: 

“The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will 

make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the 

house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I 

made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand 

to bring them out of the land of Egypt—a covenant that 

they broke, though I was their husband, says the Lord. 

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house 

of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my 

law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I 

will be their God, and they shall be my people. No 

longer shall they teach one another, or say to each 

other, ‘Know the Lord’, for they shall all know me, 

from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for 

I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no 

more. (Jer 31.31–34) 
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And how are we meant to respond? Again, spelled out 

clearly in many places, for example the memorable 

words of Micah 6.8 : 

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; 

and what does the Lord require of you 

but to do justice, and to love kindness, 

and to walk humbly with your God? 

And because people then, as now, can be obtuse or 

recalcitrant, God became these words in the life of Jesus 

to teach us and show us both God’s love for us and how 

we can and should respond. 

All of this is within the Bible. No wonder Paul 

recommends the scriptures so highly.  

But it is not necessarily as easy as it sounds. The 

language of the Bible can be at times challenging and 

the context alien. The message and its application in our 

lives is not necessarily straightforward. This is reflected 

in the relatively negative responses we as a parish make 

to the following statements in our Natural Church 

Development survey: 

• The Bible is a powerful guide for me in the decisions 

of my everyday life. 

• I enjoy reading the Bible on my own. 
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As successive Parish Councils have discussed these 

responses over the years, we have realized that our 

position in this diocese is partly, even largely, 

responsible for our reaction to these statements. But we 

do God’s Word a disservice, and hamstring our efforts 

to live as Christians in our world, if we let those who 

want to take a conservative and literal approach to the 

Bible alienate us from the good news of God’s steadfast 

and saving love for humanity that is found within these 

pages. 

Still, we do need help to understand the Bible and its 

context. And we need to put in some effort, too. We can 

ask: 

• why a story or passage we are reading was included 

in the scriptures,  

• what did it mean in the Old or New Testament 

world, and how does this translate into our times, 

and 

• what in this passage speaks to us of our particular 

situation here and now. 

Otherwise, how can we feel confident and ready to live 

by its guidance, and share the gospel with others, when 

it seems that such good news can help in their lives as it 
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does in ours? So St Mark’s offers numerous 

opportunities: 

Weekly Bible study groups on Monday at Pauline 

Burdon’s home, or on Friday at Mary Andrews Village 

with Joy Martin; 

Education for Ministry, for those who want a fuller, in-

depth study;  

Reflective study guides from the Bible Reading 

Fellowship for individual use at home – talk to Marlene 

Mylecharane if you would like to try these; 

The daily lectionary readings printed in Connections 

each week for those who want to follow this semi-

continuous cycle of readings from the Old Testament, 

Gospels and Epistles over a three year cycle; 

And next year Parish Council has accepted Doug 

Golding’s recommendation to hold a short but intensive 

teaching ministry in the first half of the year. 

But also, of course, we encounter the scriptures each 

week in our worship. Timothy Radcliffe, in his excellent 

book “Why go to church?” (which is available to 

borrow as part of our library) sees the Eucharist as a 

drama and the reading of the scriptures as the first act. 

We are gathered together each week from our secular, 

materialist, post-modern, suspicious, divided world and 
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the first things that happens is that we renew our 

awareness of what we and our life might be like in 

God’s kingdom by entering again the story of the people 

of God. We hear the scriptures read and are reminded at 

the end of the readings that This is the Word of the 

Lord. In the sermon, the readings are explained and 

their meaning for our lives explored. This first act helps 

us to re-imagine ourselves into the life of God’s 

kingdom. It is by such regular remembering of God’s 

way, that we ourselves, in our everyday world, can 

become a signpost to another order, another way of life, 

another kingdom. Which is a pretty good response to 

my second question: What does it mean to be a good 

Christian? 

And this in turn leads back to my first question: Why go 

to church? 

John Pritchard, Bishop of Oxford, in his book “Going 

to Church: a user’s guide” (which is also available to 

borrow from our library) responds to this with a number 

of possibilities. Some are frivolous (in keeping with the 

good Bishop’s humorous approach) – because we might 

get some rather nice chocolate biscuits; because there’s 

not much on television on Sunday mornings, because 

we ought to try all forms of extreme sport. 

But he also has more serious and persuasive reasons: 
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Why go to church? 

• Because it’s good to ask the big questions, such as the 

one I have been talking about here –what it means to 

be a good Christian;  

Why else go to church? 

• Because Jesus is here, in Word and Sacrament. 

As we are sent back into the world at the end of our 

time of communion and worship, we know that we will 

need support in our role to be a signpost to God’s 

kingdom in our fractured world. When in doubt, or to 

renew our strength, or to remember God’s way, let us 

turn to the Bible and hear what the Spirit of God and of 

our Lord Jesus Christ is saying to us, the church. 

 


