Stowe 1662 Communion – 8th March, 2009
Series: Discipleship 

Subject: Where do we find truth and reality to-day?

Readings: Mark 13:12-13, 21-31 and Philippians 2:1-11

Introduction

This is the second sermon in a series on Christian discipleship. Last week Ron spoke on the current situation in the Church of England, no doubt on the tensions that sadly exist. We are living in troubled times with the global crisis in finance which has led to a recession and many tensions within our own multi-cultural society. It is certainly a time of challenge to Christians and it’s all too easy to become defeatist and confused about the place of Christianity in our culture, even in our own, personal faith. On the one hand, the government has, rightly, a concern for social cohesion and harmony and, on the other, there is Christians’ concern to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ which, as Jesus himself said, will be divisive. So it behoves us, as disciples of Christ, to take stock about what we believe and to remind ourselves of why we are Christians and where one finds truth and reality amid the cacophony of voices we’re assailed with, each claiming to know better than the others.
I wonder what your thoughts were as you listened to the gospel reading this morning, did it seem irrelevant to the real world outside, the world from which we’ve come to escape if only for an hour or so? It may seem strange to some that we could spend time hearing about an event which took place almost two thousand years ago as though it had any bearing upon our lives now. Yet, if the warnings it contained are true, the passage has a great deal to do with us and we neglect them at our peril.

It was part of Jesus’ answer to a question by four of the disciples about the fate of the temple in Jerusalem. They had been admiring the magnificent buildings, 40 years in the making and seemingly indestructible, yet here was Jesus predicting that they would be destroyed, “Not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down.” (v2)

Some things in life seem to have a sense of permanence about them, they were here when we arrived, we’ve never known a time when they were not here and we can’t imagine a time when they will not be around. It’s an illusion, of course, and we have only to look at history to see that. For people of slightly less mature years, the Berlin Wall and the Soviet empire must have seemed permanent fixtures yet we witnessed their fall in a dramatic few weeks. So, too, the likes of Caucesco in Rumania.

Like many prophesies in the Bible, there was a short-term fulfilment and a future fulfilment, in a sense the first fulfilment is a guarantee that the second will surely also come to pass. 70 years after Jesus’ prediction, Jerusalem, after a nine-month siege and terrible suffering, was taken by the Romans and the temple was, indeed, destroyed stone by stone. But in the passage we’ve had read, Jesus goes on to say that there will come a time in the world’s future when he will return and in the times leading up to his return there would also be great turmoil and suffering, particularly for Christians. There will be:

· Deception – false prophets and people claiming to be Christ (5-6, 21,22)

· Wars, rumours of wars, natural disasters (7-8)

· A hatred of Christians, even in families (12-13)
So, I wonder what were your thoughts when you listened to the gospel reading in which Jesus not only foretold the fate of the temple but also the events in the future which will lead up to his return. Did you feel that it was a familiar passage you’ve heard before and leave it at that? Did it fail to make any impact at all on you or did you recognise that there will be a time of great trial but, hopefully, not in your lifetime? Indeed, it’s unlikely to be in your lifetime?
It would be a foolish person who attempted to predict the time of Jesus’ return, especially as he had said clearly (recorded in v32) that even he did not know that time but only the Father. But he does tell us to “be on [our] guard.” (vv9, 23) and he tells us in vv28-31 to watch the signs. He tells us also, in the parable of the wise virgins, for example, that we should live in a spirit of expectancy.
So, whether or not they signal the Lord’s imminent return, what are the signs we see around us now? And how should we conduct ourselves as disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ, as Christians. How may we discern the difference between God’s truth, His reality, and falsehood?

What is happening?
As we read or hear media reports, there seems little doubt that Christianity and Christians are under attack, violently in some countries and increasingly in our own. It seems extraordinary, that the faith which has given so much to our country - the first schools, hospitals, our legal system – is being swept away in a tide of secularisation. In an interview I heard some while back, a member of the committee which drafted the proposed EU Treaty said it took the committee less than a minute to agree that the name “God” should not appear in the treaty wording. In Sweden, Christian morality is now replaced by the high priests of philosophy who lecture to new undergraduates on ethics and, interminably, pontificate on the radio.
New legislation, which may have good intentions, is being used to silence Christians. A nurse is suspended because she offered prayer to a patient; Christian foster parents of many years’ successful experience, are censured because a sixteen year old in their care became a Christian, in spite of the foster parents’ care not to influence her. Others are considered unsuitable because they refuse to teach the children in their care about certain sexual relationships. And it’s significant that the Christian Institute is successful time and again in having these actions overruled as illegal.
We’re being exhorted, on buses, to forget about God and to enjoy life. It does seem an extraordinary action by atheists – perhaps something is worrying them – but the real irony is that people have been following their advice for decades and look what a mess we’re in!

Darwin

The bi-centenary of Darwin’s birth seems to have inspired a fresh assault on Christian beliefs. Evolution and science, in whatever form, apparently leads to the proof that a Creator does not exist. I cannot, for the life of me, see the logic but there it is, all the amazing form and wonder of all that is around us, revealed more and more by science and in space research, is apparently no proof that there is a Creator. Incidentally, if you want a challenging read – challenging, at least, for science ignoramuses like me - may I recommend John Lennox’s book “God’s Undertaker” in which he takes full-on the likes of Richard Dawkins on their own ground. If you prefer a less scientific read, but nonetheless compelling, have a look at David Robertson’s “The Dawkins Letters” in which he responds to Dawkins’ book “The God Delusion.”
Ken Livingstone, in a recent interview on the radio, said he was an atheist because there was no evidence to prove the existence of a God, he wanted evidence. And therein lies the nub of the matter: the evidence is there for all to see but it will not be accepted because, I suspect, there are consequences when you acknowledge God’s existence. What is this God like? Does He care about us? How can I know Him? Why don’t I know Him? The apostle Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome:

“The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.” (Romans 1:18-20)
Truth 

That’s the world we’re living in, to say nothing of the vast amount of suffering inflicted on many by a greedy, in some cases corrupt, few.  So how do we withstand the pressures of the ever-increasing power of a secular society which seems to render God as obsolete? Where is truth? What is reality? The post-modernists say that even if there are absolutes and truth, they are unknowable because we are imperfect. Our means of finding truth – scientific research and so on – are fallible and unreliable, and to that extent, they’re dead right! But we know that there are absolutes and truth – it is ignorant arrogance to deny that – and they are knowable, not by human searching but by God’s revelation.
When the writer to the Hebrew Christians sent his letter he was writing to a group of people who were living in an equally confusing, challenging world. They had left their Jewish culture and society and were following the Lord Jesus Christ. But they were being persecuted and under great pressure to turn back from their newfound faith and they were in great need of encouragement to go forward in Christ. He reminds them of their forebears in the faith, some well-known others less famous, and he wrote words which sum up the purpose of the whole letter and are just as relevant to us to-day as they were for those early Christians. They’re found in the twelfth chapter of his letter following a veritable role of honour:

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.” Hebrews 12:1-3
There it is! There can be no greater counsel to us as Christians. Are we growing tired in spirit and losing heart? Then we should fix our eyes on Jesus because he is the author of our faith, the originator, the reason. But he is also the perfecter of our faith, the One who walks with us, bears our sorrows and shares our joys. Thank God that we do not follow a philosophy created by men, an impersonal set of ideas by men who are just as much in the dark as anyone else. We follow a God, a Saviour, who lived among us, experienced all the pains and challenges of human existence and loves us with a love beyond our understanding.
Do you seek truth and reality in this confusing world? Then fix your eyes on Jesus for he is the Truth. When one of the disciples, Thomas, asked Jesus where he was going and how he could go there, too, Jesus replied,

“I am the way and the truth and the life.” (John 14:6) And I understand that the word Jesus used for “Truth” has, in its root meaning, “Reality.” It’s easy to pass over words and fail to register their full import. Jesus said: “I am the way, the truth and the life”, not a version of it, not a facet of it to be shared with someone who claims they have a different approach to the same truth. “The truth. No-one comes to the Father except through me.”
Again and again, Jesus prefaced his words with “Truly, truly,” or “I tell you the truth.” This was no courtesy of language, a sort of “Quite honestly,” he meant it literally, he was speaking the truth and he was telling about the truth. So when he said,
“For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me.” ( John 6:38) That is precisely what he meant, he was speaking the truth.
And when he said to the Jews, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free,” That is exactly what he meant, he was speaking the truth. The psalmist expressed the same truth hundreds of years earlier: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; all who follow his precepts have good understanding.” (Psalm 111:10)
Truth and reality are found only in Jesus Christ.

God’s Word is Truth
But, you may say, Jesus is no longer with us, we can’t go and ask him about the way we should live and become better disciples. Where can we find guidance that we can trust? Where is his teaching to be found that we may hold to it? Where, as the theme of this sermon asks, do we find truth and reality to-day? Well, we go to where God’s people have always gone for centuries, we go to His Word, the Scriptures. When Paul wrote to Timothy, this young, slightly timorous minister, he encouraged him to hold to God’s truth in the Scriptures:
 “…. continue in what you have learned,” he wrote, “and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God breathed ….” (2 Timothy 3:14-16a)
When Jesus told the disciples that he was going to leave them and return to the Father, he promised them the gift of the Holy Spirit, “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth,” (John 16:13). And when he later prayed for the disciples, he asked God to “Sanctify them by the truth;” What truth? “Your word is truth.” (John 17:17) Whenever the Bible refers to God’s written word, it means the Scriptures, for us, the Old and New Testaments. That is always the case. “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.” Wrote the psalmist (119:105) “Oh, how I love your law!” he writes, “I have more understanding than the elders,” Why? “…for I obey your precepts.” (119: 97, 100) Where are his precepts? In the Scriptures.
“For I obey your precepts,” wrote the psalmist, that is “I believe they are the truth, I trust them as God’s word, they give me understanding.” And if that is the case, we should accept them gladly and long to understand them more and more. What we do not do is to adopt a liberal attitude towards them where we pick and choose what appeals to us and reject the rest, modify them, even question them. Francis Schaeffer wrote that that approach to God’s word, what is known as liberalism, is “humanism dressed up as Christianity.” Yes, I know there are difficult parts to understand but it’s for us to strive to understand and acknowledge that there may be parts that we shall not, in this life, understand. What we do not do is sit in judgment on God’s truth revealed in His Word. As one Christian minister said, “We must strive to master our understanding of God’s Word and then be mastered by it.” (Dr Martyn Lloyd Jones)
What is His Truth?

But what is His truth? The Bible is made up of 66 books, but its message can be summed up in our first reading this morning where the apostle Paul urges the Christians at Philippi to be humble: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:

Who, being in very nature God, 
did not consider equality with God 
something to be grasped, 
but made himself nothing, 
taking the very nature of a servant, 
being made in human likeness, 
And being found in appearance as a man,

he humbled himself

and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!

Therefore God exalted him 

to the highest place 

and gave him the name which is above every name, 

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 

in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

to the glory of God the Father.”

Conclusion

What is our truth and reality? Even in the midst of relative hardship, we are pretty fortunate compared with the people in Darfur, Zimbabwe. We can live our lives making assumptions which are not really founded in truth. To some extent, we can indulge in “realities” that aren’t real at all because they’re never put to the test, until, of course, real reality catches up with us. It may be in the form of serious illness, or the death of a loved one, and most of all, when we must face the reality of death. It’s at such times that the reality of our faith is searched out. I remember speaking to a successful businessman whose wife had become terminally ill and was near to death. As a younger man, he had found a niche in the market and had become extremely wealthy. But he said to me, in despair, “I have all this wealth and what good is it to me.” It reminded me of the Lord’s words “What will it profit a man if he gains the whole world yet loses his soul.” (Mark 8:36)
Jesus Christ is God’s truth and reality. Whatever the distractions we allow in our lives, whatever aspirations we pursue, whatever the world attempts to persuade us otherwise, we must never lose sight of God’s truth which is in Jesus Christ. His truth is revealed to us in the Bible but it is not an abstract truth, it is a truth which points us to the living God. It points us to the Lord Jesus Christ and him crucified in order that we might be free and enjoy him forever.
The question posed to-day, in this series on discipleship, is challenging to all of us. Just how serious are we about our discipleship? Do we live according to God’s truth and reality or do we prefer to rely on the opinions of others who have no authority. When they say that there’s probably no God, how do they know, by what authority do they make such statements, other than their own? Would you entrust your eternal destiny to such people? The consequences of what we believe will be tested by reality when Jesus returns. Perhaps, as disciples of Jesus Christ, it’s a time to examine ourselves, especially in this time of Lent, so that we may look forward to that dreadful, glorious day when Jesus will return and we confess, with joy, “that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Amen 

. 
