Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom
The Second Sunday before Lent, 23rd February 2025


1 Corinthians 15.35-38, 42-50; Luke 6.27-38


In my sermon this morning I would like to address three misconceptions about the Christian faith, namely:

1. Faith equals right belief about God.
2. In this life, God rewards us when we are good.
3. When we die, our spiritual soul goes to heaven, leaving the physical world behind.

You could write a book, and people have written books, about this stuff.  But I’m going to try to keep my sermon as short as possible!

Let’s deal with the last thing first.  ‘When we die, our spiritual soul goes to heaven, leaving the physical world behind.’  There is some truth in that, but listen to what St Paul said in today’s first Bible reading (which, by the way, I would like read at my funeral):

What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. 37And as for what you sow, you do not sow the body that is to be, but a bare seed, perhaps of wheat or of some other grain.  …  God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body.  

42 So it is with the resurrection of the dead.  …  44It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body.

There is a false dichotomy, in some theology, between spiritual and physical, with the implication that spiritual is good, and physical is bad.  On the contrary, however, in the first creation story in the book of Genesis, ‘God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.’

As Paul says, the resurrection body is a ‘spiritual body’.  The spiritual and the physical belong together.  Our bodies are part of who we are.  And we will have bodies in heaven, not the same old body, nor a completely new body, but a body that is the same, but changed. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]For ‘to each kind of seed its own body.’  In heaven, praise God, we will be the same, just as a certain kind of flower comes from a certain kind of seed.  And, in heaven, praise God, we will also be the same, but wonderfully changed, just as a flower is wonderfully different from a seed.  (This helps me to understand the phrase, ‘changed from glory into glory’, from the hymn, ‘Love divine, all loves excelling’.[footnoteRef:1]  How can something be changed from ‘glory’ into ‘glory’?  It is, if you like, the same glory, but a greater glory.) [1:  Cf. 2 Corinthians 3.18.] 


What of our second misconception: ‘In this life, God rewards us when we are good.’  The corollary of that statement is, God punishes us when we are bad.  I don’t think either statement is true.  Listen to what Jesus said, according to St Luke, in today’s Gospel:

‘If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. 33If you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same.  ...  35But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return.  …  For [God himself] is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.

Just as the sun pours its life-giving light upon the world, so God’s life-giving love and goodness are poured upon us, whether or not we think ourselves worthy.  A life of faith is not spent earning God’s goodness; that’s the wrong way round.  A life of faith is spent responding to God’s goodness, which is freely offered to everyone.  

So what are we to make of the last verse of today’s Gospel:

Forgive, and you will be forgiven; 38give, and it will be given to you. A good measure … will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.’

Well, if you keep tight hold of what you’ve got, how will you receive what God has to offer?  Whereas, if you give away what you have, your hand will be open to receive even more.  God’s life-giving love and goodness are freely available, but God does not force them on anyone.  When we give to others, then we can receive what God offers.

This is, you might say, the risk of faith: giving to receive, or dying to live.  Elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus says, ‘Those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will save it.’  This is not a transactional exchange, but a right relationship.  When two people are in love, they don’t say to each other, ‘I will only do such-and-such for you, if you do such-and-such for me.’  When two people are in love, they each take the risk of giving to the other, without expecting anything in return.  But, when they both give, then they both receive.  And the life of faith is, likewise, not a transactional exchange, but a right relationship.

And so we come to the first misconception about the Christian faith, namely, ‘Faith equals right belief about God.’  John Adams and I had a good conversation last week, in which we explored together the way in which all Christians, at all times, have had different ideas and beliefs about God.  Theology has been described as ‘faith seeking understanding,’ and we do well, as people of faith, to seek to understand the nature of God, and his way with the world.

But God is, ultimately, incomprehensible, and the phrase ‘faith seeking understanding’ suggests that faith is prior to understanding.  A better word for ‘faith’ might be ‘trust’, and the life of faith is about learning to trust in God, and in God’s goodness.  Faith is not right belief about God; faith is right relationship with God.

Elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus says,

Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.  (Luke 18.17)

God is our heavenly Father, or our heavenly mother, if you prefer.  A childlike faith does not negate the use of our adult brains, because children are naturally curious.  But a childlike faith involves a childlike trust that our heavenly Father always loves us, and wants what’s best for us.
