Sermon to the Congregation
Pastor Ben Willis
     February 3rd, 2008


Scripture Reading: 
The Good News According to the Corinthians 2:1-16 [NLT]

1 Dear brothers and sisters, when I first came to you I didn't use lofty words and brilliant ideas to tell you God's message. 2 For I decided to concentrate only on Jesus Christ and his death on the cross. 3 I came to you in weakness--timid and trembling. 4 And my message and my preaching were very plain. I did not use wise and persuasive speeches, but the Holy Spirit was powerful among you. 5 I did this so that you might trust the power of God rather than human wisdom.

6 Yet when I am among mature Christians, I do speak with words of wisdom, but not the kind of wisdom that belongs to this world, and not the kind that appeals to the rulers of this world, who are being brought to nothing. 7 No, the wisdom we speak of is the secret wisdom of God, which was hidden in former times, though he made it for our benefit before the world began. 8 But the rulers of this world have not understood it; if they had, they would never have crucified our glorious Lord. 9 That is what the Scriptures mean when they say,

"No eye has seen, no ear has heard, and no mind has imagined what God has prepared for those who love him."

10 But we know these things because God has revealed them to us by his Spirit, and his Spirit searches out everything and shows us even God's deep secrets. 11 No one can know what anyone else is really thinking except that person alone, and no one can know God's thoughts except God's own Spirit. 12 And God has actually given us his Spirit (not the world's spirit) so we can know the wonderful things God has freely given us. 13 When we tell you this, we do not use words of human wisdom. We speak words given to us by the Spirit, using the Spirit's words to explain spiritual truths. 14 But people who aren't Christians can't understand these truths from God's Spirit. It all sounds foolish to them because only those who have the Spirit can understand what the Spirit means. 15 We who have the Spirit understand these things, but others can't understand us at all. 16 How could they? For,

"Who can know what the Lord is thinking? Who can give him counsel?"

But we can understand these things, for we have the mind of Christ.

Sermon: 

Last week we spoke about the cross of Jesus Christ. We live in a society that – if you can believe the headlines and advertising – is all about ( instant gratification: “Don’t save up for that thing you want. That’s what credit is for! Get it now! As a matter of fact, get two!” We live in a society that’s all about ( no boundaries: I saw an advertisement in J. C. Penney’s a while back, a guilty-looking woman was smiling out at you and the caption read, “Do something you’ll regret in the morning,” no more Ten Commandments, no more fixed morality of any kind. We live in a society that’s all about ( pain-free living: Out of one side of our mouths we proclaim, “Just say ‘no’ to drugs,” while popping pain pills and all-manner of other medications to make our lives easier through the other side.  And, we live in a society that’s all about ( entitlement: I’m all that matters, so the police should not give me a ticket when I break the law, the town shouldn’t change the zoning if that’s not what I want done, my wife and kids should do x, y, z just the way I want them to, and if they don’t I’ll just divorce them or disown them and show them it’s all about me!

Obviously I’m being a little dramatic in the telling, but then again, I may be understating the truth of things…

In stark contrast to this culture of instant gratification is our God – the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ – Who has committed Himself to relationship with human beings for thousands of years, never giving up, not letting our failures and rebellion set Him back. In stark contrast to this culture of no boundaries is our God – the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ – Who gave up His infinite and boundless state to be all too finite and bound being born into time and mortal human flesh. In stark contrast to this culture of pain-free living is our God – the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ – Who suffered when we rebelled against Him in Eden, Who suffered on account of our wickedness and when we went after other gods that resulted in the Great Flood, Who suffered when we rejected Him as our king to crown an earthly king, Who suffered when prophet after prophet was rejected and murdered, Who suffered on the cross… In contrast to this culture of entitlement is our God – the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ – Who “though He was God, did not demand and cling to His rights as God, but made Himself nothing, taking the humble position of a slave and appeared in human form. And in human form He obediently humbled Himself even further by dying a criminal’s death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:5-8)

In contrast to the culture of this worldwide society in which we live is the culture of our God – the culture of the cross – a culture of patience and perseverance; a culture of laws and commandments and never-changing beatitudes; a culture of letting those who hit us hit us again, and giving those who’ve taken from us the objects and possessions they left behind, and praying for and seeking to bless those who’ve hurt us and treat us like enemies.

In the opening sentences of our Scripture reading from 1 Corinthians this morning, Paul writes: “Dear brothers and sisters, when I first came to you I didn't use lofty words and brilliant ideas to tell you God's message. For I decided to concentrate only on Jesus Christ and his death on the cross.” (vv. 1-2) When Paul first began evangelizing and sharing the Good News among the citizens of Corinth, apparently he didn’t preach a “wealth and wellness gospel”, but according to Paul himself preached the sinfulness of humanity and our need for a Savior, and God’s provision for our every need in Jesus Christ and His death on the cross.

Now, if the men and women of ancient Corinth were anything like the men and women of modern Milford (and I have no reason to believe they were any different whatsoever), I would bet Paul spent much of his time talking to himself! (I say that jokingly, but you get my point.) Who wants to hear all that gloom and doom? I mean, that’s why so many churches don’t talk too much about living the message of the cross today, because people want to be esteemed and hear good things about themselves and have their ears tickled with happy words…

But as Paul continues telling about his early missionary time among the Corinthians, he writes: “I came to you in weakness--timid and trembling. And my message and my preaching were very plain. I did not use wise and persuasive speeches, but the Holy Spirit was powerful among you. I did this so that you might trust the power of God rather than human wisdom.” (vv. 3-5)

Now, you and I can walk away from the message of the cross, especially when there’s a prophet just around the corner giving away free jersey’s advertising the supergames being held in Jupiter’s honor that very evening at 7pm… ( We can walk away from the message of the cross, but you can’t walk away from seeing your best friend healed of a crippling birth defect; you can’t walk away from a foreigner who is perfectly understanding someone speaking to them in an absolutely foreign language; you can’t walk away from someone who knows things about you that nobody knows; you can’t walk away from someone who is demonstrating that this message they’re preaching about the cross is true because you’re seeing them working signs and miracles right before your very eyes!

 “…my message and my preaching were very plain. I did not use wise and persuasive speeches, but the Holy Spirit was powerful among you,” Paul writes…

I’m going on and on about all of this this morning because I believe that, just as God is wanting us to get back to the basics of preaching Christ and Him crucified – and living out the power of the cross through our own human weaknesses and our own willingness to suffer if that’s what results from being more and more obedient to God, I also believe that part of that back to basics and back to the cross is our own willingness to demonstrate the power of the Holy Spirit among us and around our community by living more and more by faith – however and wherever Jesus is leading.

What I mean is, the Bible lists all manner of gifts the Holy Spirit gives to those who place their trust in Jesus Christ’s death on the cross for them: There’s the biggies – the forgiveness of our sin, our growing to think and speak and act more rightly, our growing in purity andholiness, our being assured of our salvation, Jesus’ love for us, and a future of living with Him forever…

But there’s other, lesser gifts (we could call them), too. The ladies’ Sunday Small Group has been studying these “lesser” gifts: Administration, Apostleship, Compassion, Discernment, Evangelism, Exhortation, Faith, Giving, Healing, Helping, Interpretation of Tongues, Knowledge, Leadership, Miracles, Prophecy, Servanthood, Shepherding, Teaching, Tongues, and Wisdom.

To help those around us believe what we are telling them about the cross, I believe God is wanting us to be more willing and surrendered vessels for His Holy Spirit’s power. And there is a direct connection between the message of the cross in our own lives and the Holy Spirit being powerful among us through the exhibition of these gifts. They go together because we need to die to ourselves to be able to say, “God bless you,” to the telemarketer who just interrupted our dinner; we need to die to ourselves when we sense Jesus calling us to go speak to someone, “Thus says the Lord…”; we need to die to ourselves – to put to death in us the feelings of self-consciousness and embarrassment – when we believe the Lord wants us to approach that stranger or – perhaps even worse – that person we know so well and pray for them as He’s led us to pray.

A second connection between the message of the cross lived out in our lives and the power of the Holy Spirit working through our lives has to do with our pride: We need the cross – to remember that we are sinners, ashes to ashes and dust to dust, that there is nothing good in us apart from what God has given us through the cross of Jesus Christ – because if we get known as a great healer or a powerful preacher or miracle-worker or richly generous... we can think ourselves great independent of God, or think ourselves more special to Him than others, or more faithful to Him than others, and forget that we are truly just undeserving clay pots whom God – for His Own glorious purposes – has chosen “off the shelf” to display His glory...

The embodied message of the cross of Jesus Christ and the wonder-working power of the Holy Spirit are two sides of the same, single coin: being dead to sin and alive to everything that is good, laying down our lives and taking up our crosses and the life Jesus has for us and following Him wherever He might lead or call, that’s the life through which the Holy Spirit works, His power being demonstrated perfectly on account of our weakness; and, of course, the power of the Holy Spirit exhibited in our lives gives authority and credibility to our proclamation of the cross.

Jesus died on the cross so that we might live by the power of the Holy Spirit. Let us live, no longer by our own pride and power, but by the power of the Holy Spirit, alone... to the glory of the cross, to the glory of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.

Amen?

[image: image1.png]FIRST W
PRESBYTERIAN

CHURCH OF MILFORD

Faith working through love” (Gal. 5:¢)
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