11th October 2009 SERMON: ‘Praying With Confidence’
Hebrews 4:12-16

This morning our New Testament reading presents a substantial promise about how prayer can function in the life of Christian faith.

Last week I reflected about how we are able to express Christian love by praying for others.  This morning I want us to think about our attitude in how we pray.

Leading busy lives in a hectic world squeezes out our time for doing many things and reduces our inclination to persevere with activities that perhaps don’t come easily to us. 

I wonder if sometimes we approach prayer something like the way we would roll up to a McDonalds Drive Thru window?

Do we simply come with requests of God, asking for this and that, having an expectation that we’ll get our order?

What we see throughout the biblical texts is that true prayer starts with an attitude of awe. Awe at the awareness of divine glory and of human unworthiness.

· Moses beside the burning bush takes off his shoes in God’s presence (Ex 3:5)

· Isaiah in the temple crying “Woe is me” (Is 6:5)

· The tax collector in Jesus’ parable who would not even look up to heaven, but beating his breast prays “God be merciful to me a sinner.” (Lk 18:13)
For who is worthy to approach God? to speak to God? to pray to God?

We know in our hearts that none of us is worthy to approach God. Yet, the passage from Hebrews reminds us today that there is One who is without sin (v15). One who has been tested in every respect like us, and yet is without the stain that blots relationship.

Jesus Christ came among us, fully entering our human condition.

A recurring question theologians ask is about Jesus’ sinlessness: Was Jesus not able to sin, or able not to sin?
It would seem to me that if the testing Jesus experienced was to be like that which we experience as part of our being human, Jesus cannot have been a position of being unable to sin (or, if this was the case, at least Jesus must have been unaware that he was unable to sin). 

In Jesus, we are told God identifies with humanity fully – not only in part, or merely appearing to be like us, but truly human. Any suggestions that Jesus did not enter the full human experience have been historically condemned as heresy. For if Jesus floated slightly above the ground, and never got blisters on his feet (as it were), the Incarnation of God into the human experience is necessarily qualified.

And the implications of a Saviour who is not like us are serious for the traditional confession made about Jesus Christ. “We believe in Jesus Christ our Lord, truly human and truly divine.” (Kupu Whakpono, PCANZ 2008)
As Gregory of Nazianzus stated: “That which he has not assumed, he has not healed.”

This morning’s reading from Hebrews tells us that Jesus is sinless. In that case, does the fact that Jesus has not sinned, take something away from his humanity? If we have all sinned – if that is a common human experience for us – does that mean that Jesus is not fully human? Actually, it underscores his humanity – true humanity. For as well as entering our human condition, Jesus also fulfills all that humanity is created to be; he is the one who is fully human, embodying all that is intended for human life.

In so fulfilling the created human potential, Jesus brings our human condition before God. He faces God with our longings, our frustrations, our hopes, all our deepest needs – the sum of human experience is brought before God the Father.

History has tragically shown that it is precisely when the humanity of Christ is depreciated or whenever it is obscured by the sheer majesty of his deity, then the need for some other human mediation creeps in; hence in the Dark and Middle Ages arose the need for a human priesthood to mediate between sinful humanity and the exalted Christ, the majestic Judge and King.

No such mistake is made by the author of Hebrews. Christ is a prophet and king, but our own human experience is presented before the holy throne of God by Jesus as the ‘great high priest.’  While a prophet, with the backing of God, faces us and berates us, the role of priest is different. The priest faces the same way as us, facing God on our behalf. We give thanks that the author of Hebrew has developed the understanding of Jesus as the great high priest. Jesus stands between us and God the Father, not only facing the same way as us but doing so having entered our experience, being able to sympathise with our weaknesses, having been tested like us in every respect. 

This great high priest who faces God on our behalf knows exactly our feelings of hurt and loss. For this is the one who (the letter to Philippians tells us), though he was in the form of God, emptied himself - took on our reality and suffered as we suffer, even to the point of death.

How significant this truth is when we struggle to comprehend the tragedies inflicted by natural disasters on so many innocent people and communities; to know that, far from a God who is immune to human suffering, places himself in the very midst of it; wearing pain like a crown, enveloping all suffering in his unquenchable love.

The significance of this priest who faces God the Father on our behalf, is not just in his identification with us – suffering and dying as one of us – it is in his being raised by God from death to glorious new life; exalted above the heavens (Hebrews 7:26). Jesus is not just a priest; he is the ‘great high priest.’

For the visual ones among us (or the mathematicians) the trajectory of this Jesus event can be thought of as a parabola. The Son of God enters not only our world, but is tested as we are in every respect. He humbles himself and is obedient even to death on a cross. Then, God raises him to new life and exalts him above the heavens.


This can be described as the parabola of salvation, and describes so much about the meaning of God’s love for us: 

· the covenant love God is committed to, 

· the plan for restoration of humanity and all creation, 

· the goal of God’s plan of salvation.

And one major emphasis this parabola of salvation makes is how we can have confidence in prayer. We can approach the throne with boldness – far from having to clamber our way up to God, we are allowed automatic entry into his presence. 

How? What are our credentials? 

None, we are given those of Christ’s, as he stands with us facing God the Father. Rather than praying our needs up to God, we are praying in the presence of God, through the priestly actions of Christ.

This profound and wondrous truth is one we sing about in the hymn ‘What A Friend We Have In Jesus’

Have we trials and temptations?
Is there trouble anywhere?
We should never be discouraged—
Take it to the Lord in prayer.
Can we find a friend so faithful,
Who will all our sorrows share?
Jesus knows our every weakness;
Take it to the Lord in prayer. 

What the reading from Hebrews show us is that boldness in prayer is not about technique, but well-formed theological trust in who God is and what he does for us. This is why this passage urges: ‘Let us hold fast to our confession’. We confess a greatness, not of our own, but of the one whom enables us to pray with confidence before the throne of God. 

And so we pray, only in Jesus’ name – our only mediator – that this truth may give us renewed confidence, as we approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace in time of need.
Amen.
