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The Fourth Sunday after Pentecost
Galatians 3:23-4:7
June 20, 2010
Not long ago, as part of a family dinner conversation, the question concerning how many sermons I have written in my nearly eleven years of ministry came up.  To be honest, I had never actually thought about it before so, out of curiosity, we tried to come up with an estimate.  We figured that on average, I have preached about 46 out of 52 Sundays give or take a day off here and there.  Multiply that by 11 and you get 506 Sunday sermons.  Then, of course, you have to remember Advent and Lent.  Each Advent brings 3 additional sermons so there is another 33 and each Lent brings 6 Wednesdays plus Maundy Thursday and a Good Friday sermon that I usually preach at a Tre Ore service some place.  So that is another 88 which brings the grand total to somewhere around 627 which is probably pretty conservative because I have not included funerals, weddings and special events at which I preached.

So, as we sat at the table and quickly calculated that number, the whole family was dutifully impressed.  Of course, however, because “a prophet is never welcome in his own home” and because my children always give me the respect due their father, one of my children (who shall remain nameless) sarcastically asked, “That’s good, but can you remember what any of them were about?”  To which I replied, “I can remember what every single one of them was about?”

 Now, by the disbelieving laughter around the table they all, of course, thought I was bluffing and my bet is that you probably think that too but, I’m not.  Without any exaggeration at all, I can tell you exactly what every single one of my 627 plus sermons was about.  My bet is that you probably don’t believe but I swear to you I can.  It’s no trick really.  I do not have a photographic memory and I don’t use any sort of mnemonic device.  Truth be told, I’m lucky if I could tell you what I had for breakfast.  But, I do know what all my sermons have been about and do know how?  It is because they have all been about the same thing:  they have all been about Jesus.

Now, that answer may strike you as a little deceptive but it’s not.  From my very first sermon until now, I have had an agenda:  to preach Christ crucified.  And my reason for doing so is quite simple:  Jesus and him crucified is “the” answer.  He is not just “an” answer.  He is “the” answer.  All of Scripture revolves around Jesus.  All of God’s plans for salvation revolve around Jesus.  And for you and me, our lives, both here on earth and for eternity, revolve around Jesus.  He is the center of our life and faith and what we Christians need is never less of Jesus, but more of him and that is why every one of my sermons focuses on him, what he did for us and his cross.
My dear friends in Christ, the fact of the matter is that Jesus always has been, is and will be the center of all things.  That is Paul’s point in our Epistle lesson for today from Galatians.  In one line Paul summarizes the entirety of God’s plan for our salvation.  “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the law to redeem those who were under the law.”  
The Galatian church had forgotten that.  They had forgotten the absolute centrality of Jesus.  Here was a church which God gave the privilege of hearing the Gospel proclaimed to them by none other than the Apostle Paul himself.  And there should be no doubt if you read through Paul’s epistles the content of his preaching:  he preached Jesus Christ and him crucified.  Paul boldly, freely and with great zeal proclaimed to sinners the salvation of God which came not through the good works of man, but through the greater work of Jesus on the cross.  Jesus did what no man could do and God, through Jesus, did for man what man could not do on his own.  He saved him.   While we were yet sinner, Paul tells us in Romans, Christ died for us.  While we were enemies of God, he made peace with us through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross.  Our salvation and the salvation of the world was always, totally and completely all about Jesus.  There were no if’s, and’s or but’s about that with Paul.

Yet, as I mention a couple of weeks ago when I preached on Galatians, because of some false teachers that came into their midst, teachers who began to preach that Jesus was not the center and that man needed to be saved by his own works, the Galatian church began to focus on everything but Jesus.  They became consumed with keeping the Old Testament ceremonial laws.  What they ate became more important than Jesus.  What religious festivals they observed overshadowed the cross.  They were so intent on keeping all the Law in order to prove themselves worthy before God, that they forgot that it was only through the blood of Jesus that they became worthy.  Their faith became all about them and what they must do to try and save themselves.  They focused on themselves completely and not on Christ.  Paul’s warning to them throughout his letter was simply this: if you lose Jesus, if you do not focus on him, you have lost it all.  This, of course, is absolutely true.  Your works will not save you.  Your obedience to God’s law will not save you.  Your trying to be good will not save you.  Only Jesus will save you.

What is sad and what I fear is that Christendom today is not too terribly far from following the Galatian church.  It seems that in our present age, Christians want to focus in on everything but Christ crucified also.   I receive a weekly newsletter via e-mail from an organization called Crosswalk.  A couple of years ago, one of the newsletters contained an article by R. Albert Mohler who is the president of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky.   Mohler expressed his concern over the growing number of evangelical voices who are advocating a change in preaching within the church.  According to Mohler, there has been a shift from Biblical preaching centered on redemption through Christ, to human-centered sermons encouraging nothing more than self-esteem, lifestyle change or ways to cope in a stressful world.  

To his dismay, Mohler writes this concerning what the pulpit has become in American Christianity.  It has “become an advice center and the pew has become a therapist’s couch.  Psychological and practical concerns have displaced theological exposition and the preacher directs his sermons to the congregation’s perceived needs.  The problem is, of course, that the sinner does not know what his most urgent need is.  She is blind to her need for redemption and reconciliation with God, and focuses on potentially real but temporal needs such as personal fulfillment, financial security, family peace and career advancement.  Too many sermons settle for answering these expressed needs and concerns, and fail to proclaim the Word of Truth concerning Jesus.”
Mohler is right.  With the loss of focus on Christ Jesus and what he has done and our need for forgiveness and redemption, the church will become little more than and ethical society trying to churn out better people.  But, to quote evangelist Ravi Zacarias, the church does not exist to make bad people good, we exist “to make dead people alive.”  That is what we were, dead in our trespasses and sins and as dead people, we could listen to all the advice in the world and follow all sorts of directions and none of it will make us alive.  The only way we become alive is through the preaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  The only way we move from death to life is through the Good News of the One who died on a cross two thousand years ago for us.

For the Galatian church, they treated Jesus as if he was some sort of afterthought or addendum to God’s plan of salvation.  All this “Jesus stuff” was something nice but certainly not the focus of their faith.  But Paul makes it clear that Jesus is not just the center of the Christian faith but the center of all things.  With the phrase, “in the fullness of time,” Paul shows us that God had been directing the course of history to get to Jesus from the very beginning.  “In the fullness of time,” argues for the absolute preeminence of Jesus for time and eternity.

That little phrase is pregnant with meaning and, in fact, that is probably a good way to think about.   With that phrase “in the fullness of time,” Paul is not speaking about the mere passage of time.  He is not stating that God simply marked a date on his calendar as an appointment for when Jesus would come and then sat back waiting for the alarm to go off.  No!  Like a child in the womb waiting to be born, the time is not spent passively.  It is active and busy as a human being develops.  Each cell, each organ, each finger, each toe, every hair and every feature is put in place.  Every muscle and every sinew is knit together and at just the right time and when nine months is over, when the time is right, when everything is ready, a beautiful child is born.

So it was with God and our salvation.  He laid the groundwork all the way back in the garden of Eden when, after the fall of man into sin, God promised a Savior who would crush the head of the serpent.  That Savior is Jesus.  God, however, did not stop there.  God kept on putting everything in place as he promised Abraham, the father of our faith, that he would be the father of a great nation and that his descendants would be as numerous as the grains of sand on the beach.  That great nation is Christianity and it came about through Jesus.  

God pushed onward through Moses and the Exodus, through David and the established of his throne over Israel.  God even kept on working despite Israel continually trying to thwart his plans.  He worked through the nations, even the unbelieving nations all to get to the point when he was ready to have his Son come into the world.  And, when God’s period of gestation was over, when everything was ready, when everything was in place just as God wanted it, “in the fullness of time,” he sent his Son, Jesus, into the world for the explicit purpose of saving the world.  Actually, I can do better than that, Jesus came into the world at just the right time for the explicit purpose of saving you.

Have you ever considered how appropriate it is that we divide our calendar B.C. (before Christ) and A.D. (ante domine, the year of our Lord)?  There are scholars now who wish to change that to B.C.E. and A.C.E.  (Before the common era and after the common era).  They are doing so to deny the centrality of Christ in history, but changing the nomenclature does not change the fact.  When God was ready, he sent Jesus into the world as “the” way of salvation.  He sent him into the world as a man.  He was born just like you and me, under the Law, so that he might, for our sake fulfill all that the Law required.  And what did it require?  Perfect and sinless obedience.  Jesus did what we could not do.  He did what we could never do.  He kept the law for us. You and I are sinners.  We sin in thought word and deed and no matter how hard we try, we could never earn our way into God’s favor.

But, Jesus, the center of all things, bought God’s favor for us.  He did not buy it with gold or silver, but with his precious blood.  And with his blood, we have been washed and purified. By his death on the cross he saves us.  By his sacrifice he paid the price that our sins demanded.   Jesus redeems us.  
Again, it is all about Jesus.  It always has been and it always will be.  And, since God the Father so focused all of history and all of his efforts around Jesus, he has been the subject of all of my sermons; every single one of them.  And, in case you are wondering, he will continue to be.  So, if you ask me what my sermon is going to be for next Sunday, or the next, or the next, or the next or the one I will preach on June 20th of 2020, my answer will be the same, “It will be about Jesus.”  Jesus is God’s focus and he must be ours.  Jesus is God’s final answer to all things and so too is he our final answer and the more we grow in our relationship with Jesus, the more we learn of the depth of his love; a love which led him to the grave and back again for our sake and for our salvation, the stronger our faith in him we will become believe me, that my dear friends is exactly what we need.  To Jesus be the glory. In his name.  Amen.

