
Lay Reader Sermon Series III

The Twenty-fifth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalms 93 & 98
1st lesson:
Isaiah 66:1-2, 10, 12-16, 18-23
2nd lesson:
Matthew 24:23-31
The Elect
Twice in the Gospel lesson for this Sunday, Jesus used the word "elect" to refer to His followers, as in this last verse of the passage: "The Son of man . . . shall send his angels with a great sound of a trumpet, and they shall gather together his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other."

The "elect" are an individual or group chosen by God for an exclusive relationship with Himself, and for a particular purpose and responsibility. Those who are baptized, that is, the members of the Church, are the elect, but they can't presume on that election and choice by God. Thus the term "elect" sometimes means the faithful remnant, those who have been true to their baptismal promises.

God chose or elected Abraham, and told him to leave his home, and go to a land He would show him. God promised that "in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed." (Genesis 12:1-3) He was chosen for an exclusive relationship with God, but also with the responsibility to be the means of blessing for all people.

After the Exodus, God entered into covenant at Mount. Sinai with Abraham's descendants. His choice or election of them was conditional. If you will obey. He told them through Moses, you will be a holy nation, one that is dedicated to God. Moses read to them from the book of the covenant, and they promised to obey it (Exodus 19:24).

Moses later reminded them that God had not chosen them because they were greater than other nations, but because He loved them, and wanted to be true to the promise He had made to their ancestors (Deuteronomy 7:6-8). Paradoxically, though the covenant rested in part on the people's obedience of God, He never abandoned them, though many disobeyed the commandments, and suffered His judgment because of their disobedience.

When Christ came in fulfillment of the promises made in the Old Covenant, He was rejected by most of His own people. Saint Paul considered this situation in Chapters 9, 10, and 11 of his Epistle to the Romans. He said that he felt unceasing anguish because of it, and that he could wish he were accursed and cut off from Christ for their sake. He listed the wonderful gifts which they had received from God: "The sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, and of their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ." All these resulted from God's choice of them to be His people.

Nevertheless, most of them rejected the Messiah. In considering this sad fact, Paul said first that it was the work of God; Who, he wrote, "Has mercy upon whomever he will, and hardens the heart of whomever he wills." Paul imagined that he had a listener or reader as he wrote this, who then said to him, "Why does he still find fault? For who can resist his will?"

Saint Paul tried to answer these unanswerable questions by telling his imaginary listener that he had no right to question God. But in continuing his discussion, he wrote that Israel's rejection of Christ was due to their own lack of faith. Their unbelief kept them away from the Messiah.

However, God's word had not failed. Their rejection of Christ had worked out to the salvation of the Gentiles, and there would come a time when "all Israel will be saved." Their calling and election would be realized in their salvation.

Some theologians have concentrated only on Chapter 9 of Romans, and taught the doctrine of absolute predestination. It was said that some were chosen for life, and the rest for damnation; that God's grace was irresistible; and that the elect would always persevere in grace ("once saved, always saved").

Scripture does teach a predestination, a calling and election of God, but it is a predestination to life. It is expressed in a text such as 1st Timothy 2:3-4, which speaks of "God our Saviour; Who will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth." The Scriptures teach of Christ's death to redeem all mankind, and also of human freedom and responsibility. It is God's will that all be saved, but He has given us the freedom to accept or reject that predestination to life that He offers to us all.

The Scriptures also teach that God's offer of life to everyone applies to us from the moment that life begins. When Jeremiah received his call to be a prophet. God said to him, "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you." (Jeremiah 1:5)

When the angel Gabriel appeared to Zacharias the priest as he was serving in the temple at the altar of incense, he told the startled cleric that he and his wife would have a child, their first one, in their old age; and the angel said that "he shall be filled with the Holy Ghost, even from his mother's womb." (Luke 1:15)
Psalm 139 tells of God's foreknowledge and love of us all before we are born: "Thou hast covered me in my mother's womb," says the writer. He talks confidently of the destiny that God had for him even before his birth: "Thy eyes beheld my unformed substance; in thy book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me, when as yet there was none of them." (Psalm 139:16, RSV)
God knows us and calls us to be with Him from the moment human life begins. The Bible does not teach directly when the individual soul is created and infused into the body. But Christian tradition has held that the human soul is received "by immediate divine creation," which "coincides with its infusion into the human organism." Many have taught that this infusion takes place at the moment of conception, which is the belief that the Anglican Catholic Church holds. Therefore, it should be the purpose of all to bring this life to fruition, both physically, if at all possible, and spiritually; and to help it in every way to accept its divine calling and election to salvation.

In the Second Epistle of Saint Peter, the author admonishes his readers to "give diligence to make your calling and election sure." (2nd Peter 1:10) We can't take them for granted. Saint Paul didn't, so wrote of himself, "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." (1st Corinthians 9:27)
Thus both of these great Apostles exhort us to make our election to salvation sure; and it is sure, as long as we are faithful to God and trust in Him, because He will never fail us. His gracious and loving call and predestination to life are extended to everyone, from the moment that life begins. He wants all people to be among the elect, to come to the knowledge of Christ as Savior and Lord.

[Note to the Lay Reader: The quotations in the last paragraph on page 3 are from Theological Outlines, by Hall and Hallock, page 133.]
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