
Lay Reader Sermon Series III

Septuagesima


psalter:
Psalms 20 & 121
1st lesson:
Joshua 1:1-9
2nd lesson:
Matthew 20:1-16
Effort in the Christian Life
In the New Testament lesson, Saint Paul compares his striving to live the Christian life to some of the sporting events of his time: "I therefore run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air; but I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection; lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway."

Anyone who watches college and professional sports soon becomes aware of the great effort put into winning. The good athlete tries hard to be victorious. It's dedication like that, and the hard work that results, Saint Paul tells us, that we should bring to following Christ. Our motivation should be even greater than theirs, he says, because they strive "to obtain a corruptible crown; but we an incorruptible." He was referring to the crown of laurel leaves that a victorious athlete received; it, and the glory that came with it, would soon wither; but the Christian seeks an imperishable crown.

In talking to His disciples about the end of the age, our Lord urged them to stand fast when persecution came: "He that shall endure unto the end, the same shall be saved." (Mark 13:13) He also said, "In your patience possess ye your souls;" or, as it can also be expressed, "By your endurance you will gain your lives." (Luke 21:19) Someone has said of these admonitions, "Ours is a world where God in his Son met death, on an enterprise which exacted even from him blood and sweat and tears. We are not likely to carry it off without straining a muscle or losing a pulse beat."

In reaching for this incorruptible crown which, by God's grace, we can all win, Saint Paul talks about the self-control which is required. "Every man," he says, "that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things." Our bodies constantly need nutrition and proper care. Our souls also need nutrition and care; they need the spiritual food and drink of worship, prayer, scripture, the Holy Communion, and the strength that comes from others in the family and the church.

We can't take this part of life for granted. Saint Paul doesn't. I don't run aimlessly, he declares; I don't shadow box. I keep myself under discipline; I pommel and subdue myself, not only that I may reach the goal of eternal life, but also that I may not be disqualified after I have shown the way to others.

In his letter to the Galatians, he uses the idea of a farmer sowing grain both to warn and reassure his listeners of the consequences of their words and actions, and therefore the need to be careful about them. He writes, "Whatever a man sows, that he will also reap. For he who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption; but he who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life." (Galatians 6:7-8) Paul then encourages the members of the church in Galatia, by saying, "And let us not grow weary in well-doing, for in due season we shall reap, if we do not lose heart." Make the effort to sow good seed, he tells us; don't be careless or neglectful; set the right example; be faithful to your profession as a follower of Christ, and in due time God will give the good things for others that come through the work of a faithful disciple, and the harvest of eternal life.

The Old Testament lesson shows us Joshua, the new leader of the Israelites after the death of Moses. The people had lived as nomads for 40 years in the Sinai wilderness. The previous generation had reacted in fear to the intelligence report of spies on the condition of the land, and had refused to go in. They are now gone, and their descendants are ready to cross the Jordan River and face the inhabitants of the country. God commands Joshua, "Go over this Jordan, you and all this people, into the land which I am giving to them." God's presence will be with them, and will be a source of strength, for God promises, "I will not fail you or forsake you. Be strong and of good courage."

The Law of Moses, the Word of God, was to be with them, and to be a means of receiving God's strength and guidance. He commands them, "Be strong and very courageous, being careful to do according to all the law which Moses my servant commanded you." And He adds, "This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then you shall make your way prosperous, and then you shall have good success." Reliance on God, with effort, carefulness, and faithfulness, bring us to the kingdom of Heaven.

In another lesson appointed for today, from the Second Epistle to Timothy, Saint Paul uses again the figures of the athlete and the farmer to encourage Timothy in his work. He says, "An athlete is not crowned unless he competes according to the rules. It is the hard-working farmer who ought to have the first share of the crops." (2nd Timothy 2:5-6) Faithful effort will bring God's blessings, he assures Timothy. "Think over what I say," he urges him, as God had told Joshua to meditate on the Law of Moses.

In his letter to the members of the church at Philippi, in Macedonia, Paul strikes the balance every follower of Christ needs as he strives to be faithful to his Lord. Paul writes, "Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure." (Galatians 2:12-13)
We ask God for the strength to strive for that imperishable crown of eternal life that waits for us. As we think of the effort we should put into following Christ, we can hardly do better than to consider some of the verses from Isaac Watts' stirring hymn, "Am I a soldier of the cross . . . ?" and to conclude with them:
Am I a soldier of the cross, A follower of the Lamb? And shall I fear to own his cause, Or blush to speak his Name?
Must I be carried to the skies On flowery beds of ease, While others fought to win the prize, And sailed thro' bloody seas?
Are there no foes for me to face? Must I not stem the flood? Is this vain world a friend to grace, To help me on to God?
Sure I must fight if I would reign; Increase my courage, Lord; I'll bear the cross, endure the pain, Supported by thy word.
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