The Birth of John the Baptist 24.6.07  Christopher Gill

10am Parish Communion

In Nomine Patris et Filii et Spritus Sancti. Amen

Should we be free to read the Bible in our own language?  What a ridiculous question?  But it was by no means a ridiculous question in the Middle Ages, at a time when the Bible was in Latin, itself, of course, a translation from the original Hebrew and Greek, when printing had not yet been invented and when people like Wycliffe and then Tyndale devoted their time and energy to translating the Bible into English, in the belief that it should be available to all.  While this was going on the great upheaval of the Reformation was happening, firstly in Germany with Martin Luther and then the intervention of printing, also in Germany, was to make books much more widely available.

The Roman Catholic Church was very much against such freedom of access because putting the Bible into the hands of everybody was dangerous.  People might get all sorts of wrong ideas.  Well! All that is a long time in the past, or is it?!

It was a snippet in a newspaper on 19th May that gave me the thought for this sermon:

· In Hong Kong 838 citizens


have called for the Bible to


carry a label, warning that 


it contains “indecent content”


for verses referring to rape,


violence, cannibalism and 


incest.  If the complaints,


registered with Hong Kong’s


Television and Entertainment


Licensing Authority, are


upheld, the Bible will be sold


only to over-18s.

I do remember from my schooldays, how some boys would secretly giggle at certain bits of the Old Testament – not girls, I’m sure, because from a very early age I knew that girls were made of sugar and spice and all things nice!

But going back a long time, now, to the days of the early Church, there was a certain man named Marcion, who cased a great deal of trouble because of his wide influence, although he was undoubtedly a very sincere man in his beliefs.  He was born in Pontus in Asia Minor and made his way to Rome about 140 AD.  He became a member of a local church there but only four years later, in 144 AD he was excommunicated as a heretic.

His main theme was that the Christian Gospel was all about love.  This led him to be extremely selective about what scriptures should be accepted as the Word of God and which rejected.  He was selective about the New Testament but the point that concerns us this morning is that he rejected virtually the whole of the Old Testament as having nothing in common with the God of Love revealed by Jesus.

Today we are remembering and honouring St John Baptist, the last great prophet of the Old Testament and the forerunner of the New.  He introduces Jesus to the world after a long period of preparation and development of some 2000 years coming to fulfilment in Jesus. He is the link man between the Old and the New.  How can we understand that fulfilment, if we feel that we can put aside the period of preparation? There are people today who, like Marcion, find the Old Testament offensive in its portrayal of God.

There is no question about it!  In Exodus XV we read, “The Lord is a man of war.”

Psalm 44 expresses this perfectly “Thou has driven out the heathen with thy hand – thou hast destroyed the nations and cast them out.”  The history parts of the Old Testament are mostly about warfare and very exciting stuff it is too!
I said just now that the Old Testament was not only a period of preparation but also most importantly a period of development including an understanding of the nature of God.  There are horrible things regarded in the Old Testament, perhaps no better example than the destruction of the Amalekites in the time of Samuel (1 Samuel 15).  That is ethnic cleansing, if you like! in obedience to God’s orders!! 

But I believe that God is working throughout history.  He also has to work through human nature in whatever stage of development we have reached, not by pushing man beyond his understanding and capability.  One might say that God is courteous towards us even when we are in a state of savagery.

How might se wee the development of our understanding of God?  A clear example is in the moral teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, where he takes the morality of even the high moral teaching of the Old Testament and develops it to the point of perfection “You have heard that it was said by them of old time – “But I say unto you”… He deals with six laws (1) murder (2)adultery (3)divorce (4)the swearing of oaths (5)revenge – an eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth and (6)loving our neighbour but also our enemies.  Such is the perfection of his standards that not one of us is capable of fulfilling them perfectly.  If we could we should have no need of repentance.
Jesus is a realist.  He knows how the world is.  He knows that there will be wars and rumours of wars.  He knows that nations will rise against nation (Matt XXIV 6,7).  He knows that there will be famines and earthquakes in various places.  How can God be working in all such things?

I suggest that God’s working is like a thread of pure gold running through the confused and violent tapestry of history.  It does not change the history nor is it sullied by it.

The coming of Christ and the inauguration of the Kingdom of God has not meant an end to the wickedness of the world.  Indeed the horrors that we can read about the world before Jesus, are more than matched by the horrors in the world since then, not least today.

In the course of this sermon a reference was made to a passage in Exodus XV “The Lord is a man of war.”  Indeed He is but this perhaps is best understood in its development in what St Paul said about Christians in Ephesians VI “our struggle is not against flesh and blood but against rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” and he concludes, “Therefore put on the full armour of God.”

As we think what has happened in the history of the Christian Church over 2000 years we may well think that our development still has a very long way to go.

