
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Second Sunday in Lent

psalter:
Psalms 86 & 142
1st lesson:
1st Kings 8:37-43
2nd lesson:
Matthew 15:21-28
The Church is . . . Catholic
We are greatly blessed by the Gospel of Christ, and all that it includes. But it is not our exclusive possession; it is ours to share. There is a built-in compulsion to spread it throughout the world. In other words, the Church is "Catholic;" that is, as the Prayer Book states in the Second Office of Instruction, "It is universal, holding earnestly the Faith for all time, in all countries, and for all people; and is sent to preach the Gospel to the whole world." (BCP p. 291)
The Prayer Book also teaches us that part of our "bounden duty" as members of the Church is "to work and pray and give for the spread of (Christ's) kingdom." (BCP p. 291) Behind this call for the outreach of the Gospel to the whole world lies the Great Commission of the risen Christ, which begins with these words, "Go ye therefore and teach all nations . . ." (Matthew 28:19)
This universality of the Church seems to be contradicted by our Lord Himself in some words from the New Testament lesson. It tells of a Gentile woman who came to Christ to ask Him to heal her daughter, but who received no reply to her first request. Then she turned to the disciples with her insistent plea; and in annoyance at her bothering them, they asked their Master to send her away with her request granted. But he replied, "I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel." On an earlier occasion, when He had sent the disciples out to teach and preach, he instructed them, "Go not into the way of the Gentiles, and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not: But go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel " (Matthew 10:5-6)
It's been suggested that Christ was telling His disciples that they must not break too soon the barriers between Israel and the Gentiles. This was true at this time even though they might already have had some understanding of the universal outreach of God's kingdom. In the Sermon on the Mount, their Lord had said to them, "Ye are the salt of the earth . . . Ye are the light of the world . . . Let your light so shine before men . . ." (Matthew 5:13-16)
All of these statements hinted at the outreach of the good news to the whole world. This opening of God's kingdom to those beyond Israel had been made even clearer in the healing of a centurion's servant, as told in the Gospel for the Fourth Sunday after Epiphany. The centurion, a Gentile, showed great faith, and the Lord marveled at it, and said, "Many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven." (Matthew 8:10-11) At Sychar, a town in Samaria, the faith of the people there was also an indication of things to come, that outsiders would have a place in God's kingdom. For they said, after corning to believe in the Lord, "We know that this is indeed the Christ, the Saviour of the world." (John 4:42)
All of these experiences and sayings point to the universality of the kingdom of God. But the time was not yet ripe to implement this truth; the disciples weren't ready. So the Lord said to them, "I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel."
However, in this statement that sounded restrictive was an implication, a reminder, of the ancient vocation of the Jews to receive the revelation of God, live by it, and make it known. God had said to Abraham, the ancestor of them all, "I will . . . make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing: . . . in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed." (Genesis 12:2-3) In going to the lost sheep of Israel, one purpose Jesus had was to bring them back to this calling. As someone has said, "The Children of Israel were the Divinely appointed means of revelation, and our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, His Mother, and all His apostles were Jews." The Gospel was to be offered first to them, but they had a mission to carry it to the whole world.

Thus on his missionary journeys in the Roman Empire, Saint Paul usually went first to the synagogues in the cities where he preached. For example, in Antioch of Pisidia, a city in Asia Minor, he began his work by going into the synagogue on the Sabbath day. After the reading of the lessons, the leaders of the congregation invited him to speak, as was the custom when there were visiting rabbis. The large following which Saint Paul gained there, especially among the Gentile God-fearers who attended the services, led to hard feelings between himself and his fellow Jews, many of whom rejected what he said. The apostle told them that it was necessary to preach first to them, but because they refused to accept the Gospel, he would turn to the Gentiles. In justification of what he was doing, he quoted from the book of Isaiah, that the Lord had commanded His Servant "To be a light of the Gentiles, that thou shouldest be for salvation unto the ends of the earth." (Acts 13:46-47)
Because of the hostility between Christians and Jews, which carne partly as a result of the spread of the Gospel, the followers of Christ have often seemed more ready to persecute the Jews than to try to win them to the Lord. A church historian has written, "One of the major sins of Christians throughout the centuries is their failure to make a persistent and loving effort to convert the Jews." We may wonder how to go about this, but we can certainly give some thought to the matter, and pray that God's ancient people will come into the fullness of their heritage in Christ.
The mission of the Chosen People to the whole world was passed on to the new Israel, the Christian Church. Already there had been hints of this in Jesus' words in the Sermon on the Mount, and in the healings of the centurion's servant and the Canaanite woman's daughter. The risen Christ made the outreach of the Gospel to everyone very clear in the Great Commission, and also in these words to the apostles, spoken just before His Ascension: "Ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth." (Acts 1:8)
The book of Acts shows how this mission worked out in the Roman Empire. It begins with the Christians in Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost, and ends with Saint Paul in Rome, where he was welcomed by Christians already there, and where he made known the Gospel message, even though he was a prisoner. There was controversy in the Church over the corning in of the Gentiles, but through the work of Saints Peter and Paul, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, Christians learned that everyone, Jew and Gentile, was called into the Kingdom of God on equal terms. All are saved by faith in Christ, and commitment to Him in the fellowship of the Church.

The mission of making Christ known has come down to us. The New Testament lesson shows us the outreach of the Gospel, and gives us additional incentive to pray and work earnestly, that more and more people may call on the name of the Lord and be saved.
Page 4

