
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

Quinquagesima


psalter:
Psalms 19 & 23
1st lesson:
Deuteronomy 10:12-15, 17-11:1
2nd lesson:
Luke 18:31-43
Everything Written
"'Everything that is written of the Son of Man by the prophets will be accomplished." (Luke 18:31)
These words of Jesus to His disciples, spoken as they were on their way up to Jerusalem, introduced a prediction of his suffering, death and resurrection. In them, he refers to the Jewish scriptures – for us, the Old Testament – and in this saying, he has given Christians a guide to the understanding of both the Old and the New Testaments.

Someone has compared the effort to get an overall view of the Bible to the experience of visiting a large museum. The visitor got a glimpse of the value of this or that exhibit, but he was unable to grasp the meaning of the whole collection. He needed a guide to explain what it all meant; and because he didn't have one, he hasn't been back to the museum.

We may have had the same experience with the Bible. We have tried to read it, but have gotten bogged down in the large mass of material it contains, and haven't been back. We need a guide to help us in our reading; and in what He taught and did, Christ is that guide.

The risen Christ said to the eleven Apostles, "These are my words which I spoke to you, while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled. Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures and said to them. Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name to all nations." (Luke 24:44-47)
The coming of Christ culminated and fulfilled a long process begun by God in the calling of Abraham, the freeing of the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt and the choosing of them to be His instrument for the freeing of mankind from the slavery of sin. We would expect that there would be things done and said in this long process that would point toward its fulfillment; and when the fulfillment comes, we would expect that it would cast light back on what had gone before.

All of the Bible is read by Christians in the light of Christ. He is the interpreter and the opener of Scripture.

In the Old Testament book of Isaiah, the prophet speaks of a Suffering Servant who, though righteous, "was numbered with the transgressors" and "bore the sin of many." (Isaiah 53:12) The Lord said of Himself on the night before He was crucified, "I tell you that this scripture must be fulfilled in me, 'And he was reckoned with transgressors'."(Luke 22:57) And Saint Peter wrote of Christ, "He himself bore our sins in his body." (1st Peter 2:24).

In the eighth chapter of Acts is the story of Philip the Evangelist and the Secretary of the Treasury of the kingdom of Ethiopia. This official had been to Jerusalem to worship in the temple; and as he was on the way home, going down , the road to Gaza, seated in his chariot, he was reading some of Isaiah's words about the Suffering Servant. Philip heard him reading as he went by; he ran and caught up with the chariot and said, "Do you understand what you are reading?" The official replied, "How can I, unless someone guides me?" So he invited Philip to get into the chariot with him. Now some of the words he was reading were, "As a sheep led. to the slaughter or a lamb before its shearer is dumb, so he opens not his mouth . . ." "And the official said to Philip, 'About whom, pray, does the prophet say this, about himself or about some one else?' Then Philip opened his mouth, and beginning with this scripture he told him the good news of Jesus."

This passage from Isaiah helped men to understand the work of Christ; He was the Suffering Servant who redeemed His people through His sufferings and His vindication by God. Likewise, what Christ had said and done illuminated this passage. People now understood Who it was that the prophet had spoken about.

When the prophet Jeremiah looked at the many failures of God's people to be faithful to their God, he was inspired to say, "The days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah . . .  I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts . . ." (Jeremiah 31)

At the Last Supper, the Lord took the cup of wine and said "This cup is the new covenant in my blood." (1st Corinthians 11:25) And the Holy Spirit whom he sent at Pentecost into the hearts of all believers became the law written upon the hearts of God's people.

The prophet Ezekiel condemned the faithless shepherds of God's people in his time for feeding themselves on the sheep and prospering at their expense, instead of feeding them and watching over them. So God says through the prophet, "I myself will search for my sheep . . . I myself will be the shepherd of the sheep." (Ezekiel .34:11, 15) We see the meaning of that prophecy in Christ, the Good Shepherd. He searches for His lost sheep, and gives His life for them:  'I am the Good Shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep." (John 10:11)
The Psalms are among the passages of Scripture which the Risen Lord opened to His disciples. One of them must have been the Twenty-second. He had already used the opening verse while He hung on the Cross; and the psalm goes on to be a remarkable description of what happened at the Crucifixion: "All they that see me laugh me to scorn . . . They pierced my hands and my feet . . . They stand staring and looking upon me. They part my garments among them, and cast lots upon my vesture."

There is a plea for God's help, and then a theme of confidence and victory: "O praise the Lord, ye that fear him . . . For he hath not despised nor abhored the low estate of the poor . . . but when he called unto him he heard him." The Lord experienced all this in His Crucifixion and Resurrection.

The Psalms which the Lord had in mind and explained to His disciples must also have included the Sixteenth. It contains this remarkable passage, "Thou shalt not leave my soul in hell; neither shalt thou suffer thy Holy One to see corruption." It is quoted in Saint Peter's sermon on the day of Pentecost; and it must have been a passage which helped Christ to form within His mind and heart the conviction of the Resurrection that lay beyond the suffering and death which He faced as He went up to Jerusalem.

So in Christ we see fulfilled, completed and illuminated all that was written in the Old Testament; and we read that Book, and of course the New Testament, in the light of all that Christ said and did. He is our Interpreter of the Scriptures.
But we see the Scriptures fulfilled not simply in the past, not as history only. Through our worship, through reading of the Bible and through the seasons of the Church Year, such as Lent, Passiontide and Easter, we see that fulfillment, as it were, taking place before our very eyes; so that we are caught up into it, and experience the meaning of what Christ said and did, and therefore the meaning of the Scriptures. The meaning and effect of past events are made present in our experience now – we will in heart and mind go with our Lord up to Jerusalem, and there we will see everything accomplished that is written of the Son of Man by the prophets – "For he shall be delivered unto the Gentiles, and shall be mocked, and spitefully entreated, and spitted on: and they shall scourge him, and put him to death: and the third day he shall rise again."
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