Isaiah 60: 1 - 6

Ephesians 2: 13 - 14;  3: 1 - 12

Sermon

Today’s bible readings provide us with a vast view of our world.

Not just in time and space, but also in eternity:

that dimension which is beyond the time /space continuum

which we say is the dwelling place of God

and which the scriptures tell us is also our dwelling place.

As we come to consider such a sweeping perspective of life,

We pause to pray:

“Lord of light and life, 

open our eyes and our hearts this morning

to your largeness,

and to the extent of possibility 

with which you surround us.

Guide our thinking.  Direct our exploration,

in the name of Jesus Christ, the pioneer of our faith.  Amen”

Last week I was in Dunedin.

One of the main things I did there was to take my parents

for several long drives in the country.

They loved being out of the city for a change.

The sweeping hillsides(the immensity of the ocean

and the large horizons all refreshed their spirits 

and dealt to their suburbia neurosis!

Today’s lectionary readings are a bit like a spiritual drive 

through the countryside!

They deal to any spiritual suburbia neuroses 

we might be suffering from.

They each call for an enlarged heart

and a very wide angled lens through which to see.

The prophet Isaiah writes of a gathering in of exiles

such that the world has never yet seen.

All are called home.

Wherever the darkness has roamed and dominated

will, at some time in the future, be saturated with light.

This is a perception that is only possible

as the Holy Spirit goes to work in our imagination

and helps us to look over and through all of history

and to see it finally culminated in Christ.

Of similar ilk,

the Apostle Paul writes of a mind-shattering mystery.

He writes of something that had not only been hidden,

but of something that had been previously inconceivable.

Previously in the history of the nation of Israel

it had been understood that the Jews were to show the light of God

and thus show the way to God

to any Gentiles who would take notice.

Not that they were very successful in carrying out this mission

but intellectually at least it was understood by the prophets

if not the by other religious leaders and the people.

But now, writes the Apostle Paul, the strangest of the strange.

The Gentiles(the rest of the world(everyone

was not just to walk in the way they were shown, 

but they were to be equal recipients of God’s promise.

This was breath-taking stuff.

It raised questions as to the nature of God 

and the covenant with Israel.

The Messiah(the promised one of God(
was not for one group of chosen people.

Instead,

ALL people were chosen.

ALL people were people of the promise.

Except for a few prophets whose view of the nations

was larger than the populist view,

Never before had it been conceived as possible.

But now(Paul proclaims(contrary to all expectations

the wholeness of salvation knows no limits.

The loving of healing knows no bounds.

The peace of reconciliation is for all creation.

This is the mystery that was once unknown

but has now been made known.

In this is perceived the widely varied wisdom of God!

God’s wisdom is so varied

that it requires a Holy Spirit perspective.

First century Jews were never going to understand it 

by referring to their history.

They were never going to accept it by thinking over 

how God’s covenant relationship had worked 

with them and for them in the past.

It required a new perspective that was much broader than their usual way of viewing things.

It required a new way of seeing life

(a new way of understanding 

God and God’s relationship with people.

This was no small thing.

There was no use appealing to the minor details of theology

or tradition or anything else.

This was and is enormous.

Now some of us are very good at the small things.

Some of us are details people.

· We see the dust and we dust it.

· We notice the numbers and we crunch them.

· We are introduced to someone and we remember their name.

We need and value details people.

Caring for and about the details is one very significant way 

of loving.

But today’s scriptures are not of this kind.

They are slim on details

and large on perspective.

This is the Season of Epiphany:

that time in the church calendar when we are challenged by the

largeness of God and of God’s revelation and love.

The story of the Magi is a traditional element of Epiphany.

It is not insignificant that the Magi are from somewhere else.

As far as the theology is concerned, anywhere else will do,

but the further away the better!

The Gospel narrative tells us they are from the East.

They are foreigners.

They are not part of the in-crowd.

In fact, they were not part of the in-nation!

They were an oddity in Jerusalem 

They were strangers in Bethlehem.

They had come from afar.

That’s very important to what we learn of God through them 
and through the book of Ephesians:

Even those far from God

are an integral part of the plan of life 

and the plan for life and salvation.

The righteousness of God is not about who’s in and who’s out.

The righteousness of God has very little to do with comfort zones.

It’s about life, and how life is lived.
It encompasses those who are near 

and those who are far away.

Even those who are in deep darkness.

God’s light reaches into the furthest corner

because God’s light is not only piercing and far-reaching

but it is also merciful and loving.

It brings everything into the light for 

healing judgment

and for merciful acceptance.

Any small mindedness that tempts us, is challenged today.

Any pettiness(any attitude or any action( 

that would include some and exclude others 

is shown for what it is:

part of our heart but not part of God’s heart.

As Graham said on Christmas morning,

there is a wonderful theological concept
which understands creation to have been possible

only by God making space for it.

And ever since 

God has been making space.

Space for people.

For all people(Not just a few favourites.

We may occasionally be petty, 

Perhaps we are sometimes small-minded

Sometimes we may not be able to see our way clear 

to be anything but exclusive,

But God is always God.

God is always making space.

God is always including.

God’s love is enormous and knows no bounds.

If that’s the case,

Then how is it that you and I feel more loved,

More privileged and more blessed than some other people?

How is it that in our families 

and communities 

and world 

that God’s love seems to be limited and exclusive?

This is an issue of perception,

Of theology,

And of justice.

Let’s read again from Ephesians chapter 3:

We’ll pick it up from verse 7

“Of this gospel,” Paul writes,

“I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s grace that was given me by the working of his power.

Although I am the very least of all the saints,

this grace was given to me in order to bring to the Gentiles

the news of the boundless riches of Christ,

and to make everyone see

what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things;

so that through the church 

the wisdom of God in its rich variety

might now be made known to the rulers and authorities

in the heavenly places.”

“Through the church” God’s all embracing wisdom, love, and grace is to be made known.

Through the church!

This is amazingly challenging stuff.

One of the commentaries I consulted this week suggested that

the church appears to be God’s pilot scheme for 

the reconciled universe of the future! (New International Comm’ty, F F Bruce)

The church, the coming together of Jews and Gentiles 

through Christ’s reconciliation, is by implication 

designed to be God’s agency for bringing about 

the ultimate reconciliation.

Thus the importance of our supporting the CWS Christmas Appeal and sharing the reconciling love of God with those who might otherwise think God has abandoned them.

It is not God who abandons.

It’s us!

And so too the importance of always working 

at loving one another, including one another,

reaching out beyond our comfort zones 

to those we might more naturally exclude.

We, the church, 

are the ones who are charged with the task of making known 

the rich variety of God’s wisdom.

Epiphany challenges our perceptions.

The love of God reaches out to everyone

Not in a nebulous ephemeral kind of way,

But in a tangible love-in-action kind of way through the church.

Reconciliation and healing is for all.

Where this seems not to be so, 

rather than asking where God is,

the Apostle Paul suggests to us that we might more rightfully ask where the church is.
Too hard?  Absolutely!

There is no way that we can be God!

That’s blasphemy and presumption.

In less theological terms, that’s burn-out territory.

The church can only be God’s pilot scheme in reconciliation 

because Christ Jesus is our Lord.

The final 2 verses of our reading today, Eph 3 and verses 11-12,

make sense of what is otherwise an impossible task.

Ephesians 3:11-12 say this:

This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that God 

has carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, 

in whom we have access to God 

in boldness and confidence through faith in him.”

The church has access to God which means that 

the church is resourced by God.

In boldness and confidence through faith in Christ Jesus

we enter God’s presence

and so is empowered and strengthened and helped 

by the Holy Spirit.

We are empowered to be inclusive reconcilers and lovers,

and to show God’s love to our families, communities and world.

Only as we walk in the light of Christ ourselves,

can we shine the light in the darkest corners.

Only as we are reconciled

can we be reconcilers.

This is the extent of possibility which surrounds us

when we are ‘in Christ.’

As members of his body(as members of the church(
it is possible to participate in God’s pilot scheme 

for the reconcilation of all things.

It is not only possible 

But intended that the rich variety of God’s wisdom will be made known through you and me.

Through us!

May it be so in and through the name of Jesus Christ 

and the strength of the Holy Spirit.

Amen.

