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My dearly beloved, ladies and gentlemen, I thank you for the invitation to share this worship
service with you. Always it is a delight to meet with you, and to join with you in the hymns
of the church, andthe reading of the scripture, and the felwshp. There is something of mystery
and of miracle in a gathering of believers in the name of Jesus. He promised that however small
the number, when we gather together in his name the number, and the faith, will be increased by
the omnipotent power of his presence with us. No one is a stranger in the presence of the Lord,
no one need fear, or feel alone, or helpless, when we gather in his name, and he adds his person to the group. Today, let us think about what really matters in this life.
Today is college day in the churches, for North Carolina Baptists. It is one of the special
occasions we are asked to observe. Its µirpose is to remind us of the educational mission of the
church, and perhaps to encourage some highschool seniors to consider applying to one of the N.C.
Baptist colleges for the higher education with a plus that they have to offer. Teaching is one
of the assignmts the church has been given. At the end of Chap ::t2 of I Cor st.Paul listed the
gifts church members possess. First apostles, those who are sent to testify to the resurrection;
second prophets, those who proclaim the word of God to this present generation, a function we have
come to call preaching, or pastoring; and then third, teachers. Some are called to preach, but
not all of us are preachers. Some are called to be the witnesses of Christ to all the nations of
earth, but not all of us are set apart for that function. And Some of us are called to teach all
nations, but again,· not all of us have that call, or that gi~.
Just as the body does not consist
of one member, but of mat\Y, so also is the body of Xr we call the Church made up of different
people with the talents and skills that are needed for the health and welfare of the group. It
is that teaching ministry that we meet today to observe.
In was in Feb, 1949, that Arthur Miller's play Death of a Salesman was produced in New York.
It is a tragedy of misdirected energies and warped values~ and it is profoundly relieious in its
total :impact. A few yrs ago it was revived, with Dustin Hoffman playing the lead. So spiritually
moving was the performance that when the curtain fell upon the actors looking at the grave of the
salesman, people sat weeping in the theatre. In that climactic scene there are some meaningful
words from Biff, the eldest son of the salesman. To hisl:rother, he said, our father doesn't know
who we are ••• We never told the truth for ten minutes in this house. And a bit later he said,
suddenly he stopped running away with the pen he had stolen. What am I doing in an office, making
~contemptuous, begging fool of myself, when all Ilant is out there, waiting for me the minute I
say I know who I am.
To know who we are, is the most important bit of knowlegge we can ever know. Why can 1t I
know who I am? Biff asked. Who am I? To answer that question is the purpose of learning, and to
answer it we need all the wisdom and all the experience that other human beings have collected
and preserved for us. I know some things about myself, some of them I do not like to think about,
but knowing who I am is another matter. I know I cannot run a mile in 4 minutes. It would put me
to bed for a week if I had to run a mile in 40 minutes. I cannot paint the Sistine chapel ceiling,
or compose the G Minor Symphony, or write the great Nmerican novel. I know that I am a sinner who
is forgiven by the amazing grace of a loving God, and that I am always standing in the need of
prayer. But I am also, as are we all, a thinking being, and a feeling being. It is the heart,
and the mind, that we must educate to know and to feel the things that really matter.
There is another thing that really matters, and that is my obligation to God. The text is
from Exod 2(), 1-6. If I had to list the thing that mattered most in this life, here is where I
would begin. The fifst commandmt is put first because it is the most important thing in life.
Until we decide what we will put first in our lives, we do not have purpose or goal toward which
to gfow. And it matters what that first thing is. We are made in such fashion that we can worship
only one God. No God worthy of our total connni tment will tolerate only part o:f our worship. Nor
should we wish for a God who would share our worship with any onher-, We cannot serve God and Mammon, the spirit of things. we cannot serve God and self, or greed, or lust, or laziness. If God
is truly sppreme in our inmost ming, then we know him to be fully satisfying, totally assuring,
finally to be t:m:isted. If God is alpha and omP,ga, first and last, present before the creation, and
present after the last atom has expired, then we can do no other than to confess him, and serve
him, with all our beings. To worship one God is to put ultimate trust into the keeping of that
God.
.
The purpose of religious education is to teach us how to know the truth, how to choose the
one God over all the competing gods. There is a difference between ignorance and simplicity, or
childlikeness. We can know God, as children know that the world is a g'riendly place, or that
parents will care for them. That is simplicity. But ignorance may lead us to worship that which
is passing, or limited, even destructive. There, education is the answer. There is a line in

the Philippian letter that can help us here.
Phil 4: 5:
Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honor2ble, whatever is just, whatever is
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious, if there be any excellence, if there is anything
worthy of praise, think about these things.
That is the challenge of the secular education. There is not a word in that sentence
that could not have been inscribed over the entrance to Plato(s academy, or Aristotle's lQcewn.
In it is everything that we call liberal education. The good, the true, and the beautiful, the
just and the praiseworthy, it is all here. Paul assures us that we should not spurn the learning
of the world, for it has vali.e. It can help us to know the shortcomings of the half-gods, and
the idols. But that is not the end of learning. Blasme Pascal said that the last duty of reason
was to confess that what really matters is beyond the scope of.reason.
For look what Paul added
io his C\lrriculum of classical learning:
Phil 4: 9:
What you have learned and received and heard and seen in Il13, go.
There is a great difference between one sentence and the next , · One expresses admiration for the
that makee us c.ivilized,
t.he -0'ther for the faith
that; ma.keB us Xn, One we are commanded
to think about, the other we are invited to do. The liberal education, of allt and music and
theatre and philosophy and poetry and the world of ideas, that we think about. The gospel of God
incarnate in the son, the only-begotten son, Jesus our Lord, who suffered and died and was raised
again from the dead, that is what we do, the way we live, the God in whom we place our ultimate
trust.
Who am I? Who are yau? We are minds and hBarts that respond to the beauty of a suaset,
or a poem, or a phrase of music. The more we know of the enduring achievemts of hwnan mind and
spirit, the richer we are in the things· that matter.
learning

But we are made to find ourselves only when we are bound in faith to the Goa who made
us that way. St. Augustine's prayer has it: thou has made us for thyself, O Lord; n: and aur
hearts are restless until they rest in thee. That is the highest leanning, for it has the power
to save us from the \JOrld that is passing away, and from ourselves when we think we can make it
without God. When God said, thou shalt have no other gods before me, he gave us a simple yet
profound rule for joyous living. It is my prayer that all of us may witness ~o the world that
God, in the highe-st and most full, has happened to us.
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The Only Sign.

OT reading Isa 9: 2-6, text Matt 12: 38-40.

My dearly beloved, it is good that we are gathered together in this place to honor those among
us who are full of years and long of life. There is ample evidence in the record that the people
of God have respect for parents, and teachers, and the elderly. For everything there is a season,
the Preacher taught, and a time for every matter under heaven. A time to plant, and a time to
pluck up what was planted. Teach us to number our days, the psalmist prayed, that we may get a
heart of wisdom. HonDr is due to those whose experience has taught love, and joy, and patience,
and faith and wisdom. But let us agree at the outset that our God is God of all ages, and all
nations. In Xr there is no east or west, no Jew nor Greekr no slave nor free, neither male nor
female, neither young nor old nor in-between. We are all one in Xr J, all in need of salvation
by the gracious goodness of God, through faith. None of us can know how far along the pathway
we have walked, or how near we are to judgmt and admission to God's presence. We can all rest
in the certainty that, as st. Augustine said, whether we live, or whether we die, we are the
Lord's. What matters, therefore, is that all of us, on all of the rungs of life's ladder, know
the love of God/,,6. thousand years are as but yesterday when it is past, or as.a watch in the night.
(and that in God's sight) It is life that matters; life, and the faith that is its foundation.
How we know the God who is our dwelling place, whose everlasting arms are beneath us, that is what
makes a difference in the peace that is our heritage.
It is~ fundamental of the Hebr-Xn faith that God reveals his nature to~' and that we can know
notllii..ng of God but what God shows us. Through the ages, in many different ways, God has reached
out to touch us with his presence. The writer to the Hebrs began the ltr with the reminder that
in the past God had spoken by the prophets, but now God has spoken to us by a Son. That is the
proclamation the Church makes to the world. In the Son we have the perfect revelation, for in
him we know to the fullest the love of Godffor us. In hisl:roken body the wall of separation was
broken down, and we may without fear draw near to God. Whether young or old, whether man or woman, whatever be our accidental condition, we all need that assurance. We have it when we see
with the eyes of faith. All about us are evidences of the divine presence. It may be in the
laughter of a small child, or the shine in the eyes of someone we love, or in the prayer of a
mother. The German astronomer Johannes Kepler once came from his telescope with the words, I
oave been thinking the thoughts of God after him. To Kepler tte heavens were telling the glory
of God, and the firmament proclaimed his handiwork. The poet ~obert Browning wrote that God may
speak through a sunset. touch, a fancy from a flo-wer-bell, someone's death, or a chorus-ending
from Euripides. To Browning, as to others who are·senst~ive to the beauty around us, God speaks
through the emotions. Elizabeth Barrett Browning put it ,different];y. Earth's crammed with heaven,
she wrote. Every common bush afire with God; and only he Who sees takes off his shoes. The question for us is whether we can see, and know the world to be a holy place, because of the incarnation of God in human flesh. Always we face the temptation to doubt the presence of God. It is a
mark of our stubborn and intractable wills that we want to put God to the test. Prove yourself
to us, we say. Show us who you are, and what you are. So we ,~nt God, as if we were masters,
and God our servant', as though we were certain of ourselves,~i.Jlif'God had something to prove to us.
Unless we can see the nailprints in your hand, or find the wreckage of Noah's ark, o~ the true
grave shroud, we will not believe. We will denounce you as a fraud.
That attitude was background to an instructive incident in the life of Jesus. One day some
people brought to him a blind and dumb person, and J healed him. The man spoke and saw. It
was an amazing thing, at which people marvelled. It ought to have been convincing proo.f/ftbat in
J was the presence of the divine. But the religious experts of the day declared that it was by
the power of the e v.i.l one, that J did such miracles. It led tot hose words of J aro ut a house
divided against itself cannot stand. If he could drive out Satan by the power of Satan, then
would the house of evil fall. If by the Spirit of God he cast out demons, then it was a sign
that the Kgdm of God had already come among us. In the messianic age, the pwr of evil is broken.
The Kgdm of God is the old creation redeemed. But the skeptics demanded more. Matt JJai: 38-40.
Why should the most active religionists ask for a sign when they had just witnessed a miracle of
healing? Because they were human beings, even as we are. They did not want to believe what they
saw, even when they demanded to see, so they could believe. Seeing is believing, they were saying, by implication. Not so. Seeing is seeing, but believing is knowing for certainftwhen we cannot see. Teacher, they said to J, we wish to see a sign from y ou , Do something big, and astound
ing, so we will know the timth, and not have to make our way by faith along. They did not understand what faith is. Truth was not truth unless they had proof that'Wil.s acceptable tothutrsenseperceptions. How often do we, too, demand of God a sign? of healing, or of peace on our terms

rather than God's terms, or of pwr and success to our country, or our tribe.
then we will believe.

Show us, God, and

But God does not act that way. In the incident we read, Christ·~·rejected the demand for a sign.
An evil and adulterous generation asks for as Lgn , he said. It was an evil generation, and it
was also adulterous. But it was also a generation, not too different from other generations we
might mention, because it broke the .comdmt by following after false gods, and by not recognizing
the t·mth. Apostasy is the sin of unbelievers. So, imagine that J had worked an enormous miracle
to prove something to that crowd. Would they have dismissed it as just another hoax, or brushed
it aside as a delusion of their vision? or would they have demanded a still greater wonder?
Then J told them that, while he would give them no sign, they already had a sign, and it was the
only sign that or any generati:i . on would receive. It was the sign of Jonah. As Jonah was 3 days
and 3 nights in the belly of the wha1e--and that's the way Matt wrote it, making the same error
many of us make arout that celebrated fish--so will the Son .of Man be 3 days ard 3 nights in the
heart of the earth.
Because that is the only sign we are given, and because we so badly want a sign•of proof, let us
look at it closely, and thoughtfully. It.is in two p:i.rts. First, there is the sign of Jonah.
Tb.at mems prophetic preaehing that brought repentance to a pagan city. Jonah did not want those
wicked people to repent. You remember that he took ship in the exact opposite direction. But
when he got to Nineveh he offered no evidence to the people. He preached what God gave him to
preach.· He preached sin, and the human need to confess it, and to weep over ;it, and to ask forgiveness for it. And that is the sign, the only sign, we have. Whether we are among those fortunate people to whom, as Ct)l:1istopher Morley put it,.youth no longer has any terrors, or whether
youth has pursued us well into the ae~anced decades, that is the sign. Preaching that breaks
into our private persons, preaching that breaks dosm our defenses, and our rationalizations, and
our self-delusions, is the sign that God cares for us, and is at work among us. How can they
believe unless they hear, and how can they hear without a preacher? How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of those who bring glad t~dingi.
Then, there is the other aspect of the Jonah-sign. It is the resurrection of Xr from the dead.
To Matt, the story of Jonah swallowed by that great fish was a type of the death, burial, and
resurrectien of Jesus. Theicentral proclamation of Xty is, he is r-isen. The meaning of the
agape.:J.ove..;;f'east "is the-"ce1:"ebrat:ton-"Uf the 'IDroken braatl, i..rr wh:l:ch we SlJe-the-eymbol of' the broken body, and are reminded of the suffering and the sacrifice. It is the sign of the love of
God, ~o sent his only begotten son, who cared enough to send the very best, for us. So the sign,
the only sign, is Jesus Christ himself. Any other physical evidence of God's presence with us
would win our eyes, but lose our souls.
When we ask the Teacher to givens a sign, he offers us only one. It is the sign.of Jonah, and
that is the sign of the cross •. Jonah was preacher, and Jonah was in the fish, and Jonah &as miraculously restored to light and life. The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light,
for unto us a Son is given •. To Xns, the sign of proof is the living Christ in lives and hearts,
and in the peace which comes when we cast ourselves by faith upon the boundless raercies of God.
At any age, that is gospel. That is good news. Amen.
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The Only Sign.

OT reading Isa 9: 2-6.

Text Matt 12: 38-40.

It is a fundam9ntal assertion of the Hebr-Xn faith ~hat our God reveals His nature to us, and
that all we can know of God is what God shows u~. uod wants his creatures to know His love and
care.~
'through the ages, in many different ways, God has reached out to touch us with his
presence. The writer to the Hebrs began his ltr with the reminder that in the past God has
spoken by the prophets, but now, in these latter days, God has spoken to us by a Son. That is
our heritage, and that is thetroclarnation the Church makes to the world. In the Son we have
perfected wisdom, and in him we know the love of God for us. God continues to reach out to us.
The revelation continues beyond the century that produced our scriptures. The w~ll of separation was broken down, in the broken body, and now we may without fear draw near to the majesty
of God. How do we know God? In many ways, if we will but see with the eyes of fait¥. It may
be in the laughter of a small child, or the shine in the eyes of someone we love, or in the
dimly-remembered prayer of a mother, or an example of courage in the face of temptatiorf/or community pressures to conform to its ways. The German ~no~
Johannes ~pler once came from
his telescope with the 1.;ords, I have been thinking the thoughts of God after him. To Kepler,
and to other astronomers, the heavens are telling the glory of God, and the firmament procla~s
his handiwork. God made the universe, and it is perfectly ordered and harmonious. That is a
message about the nature of God. The poet Robert Browning wrote that God may speak through a
sunset touch, a fancy from a flower-bell, someone's death, a chorus-ending from Euripides. To
Browning, and to others who are sensitive to the beauty around us, and to the limited time
which is ours, God spoke through human emotions. To others, God speaks thrxough time, or in
history, on in a musical chord that we cannot forget. In many ways there comes to us the still
small voice of God. Earth's crammed with heaven, Mrs. Robert Browning wrote. Every conunon bush
afire with God; and only he who sees takes off his shoes. Not just the burning bush that Moses
saw in the desert, but every common bush a voice of God. The question for us is whether we see,
and take off our shoes, because we are stadding on holy ground in every part of God's world.
A1ways we facet he temptation to doubt the voice of God. It is a mark of our intractable and
stubborn w.i.lls that w~ want to put God to the test. Prove yourself to us, webay, like small
children. Show us who you are, and what you:aare. We challenge God, we taun(God, as if we•
were masters and God our servant. Unless we can see the nailprints in your hand, and the wound
in your side, we will not believe. Give us evidence for our senses, because believigg is too
great a risk for us. Shqw us the rotted wood of Noah's ark, or a piece of the true cross, or
the grave shro~d, or w~ will denounce you as a fraud. Give us proof.
Tb.at attitude was the background to an instructive incident in the life of J. One day some
people brought to him a blind and~dumb person, and J healed him• The man spoke and saw. It
was an amazing thing, and people marvelled at it. It ought to have convinced people that in
~man dwelt:.tthe presence of the divine. The religious experts of that day declared that it
was by the power of the evil one/~hat J did such miracles. Like Dr. Faustus, he had sold his
soul to Beelzebub, Lord of the Flies, who in turn gave him power to drive out demons. It led,
as you remember, to those words of J about a Kgdm divided against itself is brought to desolation. If Satan cast out Satan, then is the house of evil divided against itself, and cannot
stand. But, said J, if by the Spirit of God I cast out demonsj/(then you and I should recognize
in that a sign that somehow the Kgdm of God has already come among us. In the messianic age,
the power of evil will be broken. The Kgdm of God is the creation redeemed. The driving out
of the demon in the unfortunate man spoke of God's nature. But to the skeptics it was not
enoJgh. Matt 12: 38-40.
\Thysshould the most active religionists ask for a sign when they had
just witnessed a miracle of healing? Eecause they were human beings, even as we are. They did
not want to believe what they saw, even when they demanded to seel1so they could believe. Those
Pharisees made an error that is common among us. Seeing is believing, they were saying, by implication. Not so. Seeing is seeing, believing is knowing even where we cannot see. Teacher,
they said to him, we wish to see a sign from you. They wanted something big, like reaching up
and plucking a glittering star from the heavens, or causing a mountain to move, or perhaps to
make bread from stones, or fly through theair just by wishing it. Ttey did not understand the
meaning of faith, no more than do some of us. Truth was not truth to them unless they had the
proof through their sense-perceptions. Give us a sign; give us proof to our eyes, and ears, and
n6se, and touch. How often do we, too, ask God for a sggn? of healing, or of peace on our terms
rather than God 1 s terms, or of power and success to our country, or our tribe. Shovr us, God,
and then we will believe.

)

But God does not act that way. Christ repudiated the demand for a sign. An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, he replied. <!!)was evil, and it was also adulterous. But it
was also a generation that broke the comdmt by following after false gods, and by not recognizing the truth. Apostasy was the sin of the unbelievers. Nothing could be done to convince them.
Imagine that J had worked a miracle to prove the presence of the divine. Woumd they not have dismissed it as another hoax, another example of the power of Sat~n used to deceive us? The~ had
already done that; as we have the record it was just a few minutes before they asked for a sign.
Or they wouldhave said that their senses deceived them; it was done with mirrors, it:i:is voodoo
economics, it isn't real. Or they would have chortled in glee at somsmall a ordinary a trick,
and demanded a still more impossible wonder. It is true of a sensational expression of relig
that the claims must be increasingly enlarged to satisfy the public demand for the unexpected.
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Then J gave his critics a sign, the only sign that or any generation"ilill receive. It is the
sign of Johah. As Jonah was 3 days and 3 nights in the belly of the whale--and that 1s the way
~fatt wrote it, making the same ~rr.or many of us make about that celebrated fish--so will the Son
of man be 3 days and 3 nights in the heart of the earth. Because that is the only sign we are
given, and because we so badly want a sign of proof, let us look at it closely. First, there is
the sign of Jonah. That means prophetic preaching that brought repentance to a pagan city. Jonah
offered no other evidence to the people of Niaeveh. He jus~ pra~ched. He preached sin, and the
need to confess it, and weep over it, and ask forgiveness for it. And that is the sign, the only
sign, we have. When we hear preaching that breaks into our private persons, and breaks down our
defenses, and our rationalizations, and our self-delusions, that is the sign that God is at work.
How can people believe unless they hear, and how can they hear without a preacher? How b eautiful upon the mountains are the feet of those who bring glad tidings.

J.'*-

But there is the other aspect of the Jonah-sign. That is the resurrection of Christ fromthe
dead. To Matt the story of Jonah and that fish was a type of the death, tburial, and resurrection. The central proclamation of the Xn to the world is, he is risen. The central meaning of
the agape-love-feast is the broken bread, in 'Which we see the b1roken body. It is the sign of
the .. love of God. So the greatest sign is Jesus Christ himself. Any other physical evidence of
God's presence would win our eyes, but lose our souls.
·when we ask the teacher to give us a sign, he offer~ only one. It ~ the sign of, .Jonah , Jonah
the preacher, and Jonah in the fish, and then miraculously brought out into life. 1o Xns, the
sign of proof is the living Christ in lives and hearts, and in the peace that comes when we cast
ourselves by faith upon the boundless mercies of God. Amen.
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Text Matt 12:. 38-40.

Stanleyv Church 12 June 1988.

It is a fundamental assertion of the Hebr-Xn faLth that God reveals his nature to us, and that
all we can know of God is 'li(hat God shows us of Himself. The great Swiss theologian Karl Barth
said it clearly. ''The Gospel is not a relig msg to inform mankind of their divinity or to tell
them how they may become divine. The Gospei proclaims a God utterly distinct from men. Salvation comes to them from Him, because they are, as men, incapable of knowing Him, and because
they have no right to claim anything from Him..« Karl Barth made it clear that we are dependent
upon God for all the knowledge of the eternal that we have. It is evidence of the love of God
that He wants his creatures to know him, and the power of his resurrection, and the life which
he wants us to 1 Lve , I_f God hides himself, if God runs away from us, it is in order that we
shall seek to know him, and to find him, for God has made us for himself alone. Our souls are
restless until they rest in him. Through the ages, in many different ways, God has drawn aside
the veils which hide His nature, to touch us with his presence. The writer of the ltr to the
Hebrews began with the reminder that in the past God has spoken by the prophets, but now, in
these latter days, God has spoken to us by a Son. That is the proclamation the Church makes to
the world. In the Son we have perfected wisdom, and in him we know the height, and depth, and
length, and breadtµ, of God's love for us~ that while we were yet sinners, Xr died for us. I~to
our own time God reaches out to make himself known to humankind. The wall of separation was
groken down, in the broken l:x>dy, and we may now draw near to Him. Still, in our uncertainty,
and in our doubts, we come with the question, How do we know God? Are we, as human beings, incapable of knowing Him who made us? and can we, as creatures, have a right to claim anything
from God? The answer is Yes, but only as God makes the contact. We can see God in many ways,
if we will look in faith. It may be in the laughter of a small child, or the shine in the eyes
of someone we love, or in the dimly-remembered prayer of a mother, or an example of courage in
the face of temptation. The German astronomer Johannes Kepler once crune from his telescope with
the words, I have been thinking the thoughts of God after Him. To Kepler, and to other astronomers, the heavens are telling the glory of God, and the firmament proclaims His handiwork. God
made the universe, and it is perfectly ordered, and harmonious. That is a truth about the universe, but even more important it is a truth about God. The poet Robert Browning wrote that God
may speak through a sunset touch, a fancy from a flower-bell, someone's death, or a chorus-ending from Euripides. To Browning, and to others who are sensitive to the beauty that is about us,
God makes Himself known through the emotions. In many ways there comes to us the still small
voice of God. Mrs. Robert Browning, Elizabeth Barrett Brovming, said that. Earth's crammed with
heaven, she wrote, every common bush afire with God, and only he who sees takes off his shoes.
Not just the burning bush that Moses saw in the desert, but every common bush a message from God
to us. The question for us is whether we see, and take off our shoes, because in every part of
God 1 s "WOrld we are standing on holy ground. It is that which we find hard to believe. Always
we face the temptation to doubht the voice of God. It is the mark of our stubborn wills that
we want to put ~od to the test. Prove yourself to us, we say, like small children. Show us
who.you are, ana what you are. We challenge God, we taunt God, as if we were masters, and God
our servant. Unless we see the nailprints in your hands, and the wound in your side, we will
not believe. Give us evidence we can touch, and see, because believing is too great a risk for
us. Show us the rotted wood of Noah1s
ark, or a piece of the true cross, or the grave shroud,
or we will denounce you as a fraud. We want proof.
That attitude was the background for an instructive incident in the life of J. One c:Byxsome
people brought to him a Ekiilt blind and dumb person, and J healed him. The man saw, and spoke.
h was a rniracee., and people marvelled at it. It ought to have convinced them that in this
teacher dwelt the presence of the divine. But no; the relig pcperts of that day declared that
it was by the pwr of the evil one, that J did such miracles.fLike Dr. Faustus, they said, he
has sold his • soul to Satan, who in return gave him power to drive out demons./ It led, as you
remember, to those words of J about a house divided against itself, and cannot stand. If Satan
casts out the angels of Satan, then the house ofevil divided against itself, and it cannot
stand. But, said J, and this is the important part of the teaching, but if I cast out demons
by the Spirit of God, then it means that the Kgdm of God has come among us. In the messianic
age, the p.ir of evil will be broken. The KgEim of God is the original creation redeemed of its
flaws. The driving out of the demon who possessed that unfortunate man was a revelation of God's
nature, and Ood 1 s presence among us. But to the skeptics it was not enough. It is at that point
that we come to the text for the morning. Matt 12: 38-40. Why should the most active religionists of:tthatx day demand a sign when they had Just witnessed a miracle of healing? Because they

were human beings, even as we are. They did not want to l::el-ieve what they saw, even when they
demanded to see, so they could believe. They made an error that is common among us. Seeing is
believing, they weresaying. Not so. Seeing is seeing, believing is knowing even when we cannot see. Teacher, they said to him, we wish to see a sign frOilQCYOU. They wanted something big,
like reaching up to pluck a glittering star from the heavens, or making a mountain move from
here to ~here, or perhaps to make bread from stones.
They did not understand±the meaning of
faith. Truth was not truth to them unless they could see it, and touch it, and smell it, and
hear it. Give us a sign. How often do we make the same demand? Show us, by healing a loved
one who is ill and in pain. Give us. peace on our terms, give us power arid wealth, do something
magic. Show us, and then we will believe. But God does not work that way. Christ rejected
the demand for a sign. An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, he replied. It was
a group of people who broke the· comdmts, who followed after false gods, who denied their creaturehood. Nothing could be done to convince them. Imagine, if you will, that J had worked a
miracle to prove his power, and his nature. Would they not have dismissed it as another hoax,
another example of the pwr of Satan used against Satan? Or they might have said that their eyes
deceived them; it was done .with mirrors, it was voodoo economics, it isn't real. Or they might
have demanded astill more impossible wonder, and after that still another more fantastic yet.
The -world demands solution ~to problems which then become themselves problems. God offers serenity and inward peace with the problem unrefuslved.

Then J gave his critics a sign: the only sign that/or any generation/wD..1 receiye. It is the
sign of Johah. It is iB two parts. Jonah himself, and then, as Matt alone recorded, as Jonah
was 3 days and 3 nights in the belly of the whale, so will the Son of man be 3 days and 3 nights
in the heart of the earth. I have only time to make passing reference to.Matt's error about
that big fish in the Jonah story. It was not a whale, as all of you know, but that's what Matt
called it in the story. But the saying itself is of great importance.
Because we want a sign
of proof, and because this is the only sign we are given, let us look at it closely. First,
thera is the sign of Jonah. 'Ihat means prophetic preaching that breaks into our private persons,
preaching that breaks down our defenses, and our self-delusions, and convicts us of sin. That
is what Jonah did in Nineveh. He preached, and that.is the sign that God is at work, that God
cares, that God wants us to know Him, and the power of his resurrection. How can people believe
unless they hear, and how canihey hear without a preacher? How beautiful upon the mountains
are the feet of those who bring glad tidings. Support your preacher, for what he does from ~ek
to week, in this place, is the sign we seek.
But there is the other aspect of the Jonah-sign. It is the resurrection of Xr from the dead.
The story of Jonah and that big fish was a type of death, burial, and resurrection of our Lord.
It is the.central proclamation of the Xn to the world. If he be not risen from the deadf then
we have no hope, and no future, and no reason. to obey the commandmts of righteousness.
he c antral meaning to the Lord 1 s Supper is the broken body, which we see in the 1:rok:en bread. It is
the sign ofihe love of God. The greatest and most meaningful sign is Jesus Christ Him self.
Arry other physical evidence of God's presence would win our eyes, but lose our souls.
When~ ask God to give us a sign, he offers only one. It is the sign of Jonah. Jonah the
preacher, and Jonah in the fish, and then miraculously brought out again into life. To Xns,
the sign of proof is the living Xr in 1ives and hearts, and in the peac~ that coITBs to us when
we throw ourselves by faith upon the mercies of God. Amen.
May the God of peace himself sanctify you wholly and may your spirit and soul and
body be kept sound and.blameless at the coming of our lord Jesus Christ, and may
his spirit of love and truth go with us all in the days which are ahead.

.The Precious Promise.

Text: Psa 23.

Stanleyville Church, June 12/88.

We live in a world of uncertainty, and deep inside us there is a yearning for something we can
hold to/something we·can depend upon.· We live .in a world in which there is on every hand the
urgency of crisis, and deep inside us there is a longing for serenity and peace. We live in a
world which often hurts us, which deals out undeserved pain and defeat, and deep inside us there
is a desire .to be comforted and protected. It is in the conflict between the world we live in,
and the feelings that are deep within us, that an abiding fGd.th in God offers what we want, and
what we need,. in the 1 ives we live in these busy and stressful days. Let us rest our tired and
bruised souls in the precious promises which we have in this book of faith. As an example, I
o.tfer one of the best-beloved passages in scripture, the 23d Psalm. Through the centuries these
few lines havs been the favorite words of miJlions of people. Many people have quoted those
precmuus promises as they faced the end of their pilgrim.age upon this earth. Others have said
these lines as they confronted a crisis, or a problem, or a hurt. Some quote the 23d Psalm as
a supreme example of poetry, and pJace it among the most polished of human literary.expressions.
All 'Who read it, of whatever age, or whatever the circumstances, find in the comfort of these
ideas what their restless souls need .for peace and inward health. It bre::rt.hes confidence and
triumph becaise it is filled with a simple and uncomplicated faith that God is goQd and that
whatever I am caJled upon ·to face, with God's help I can handle it. It is a reminder to each
of us to give thanks every day of our lives for the never-failing goodness of God. The strongest appeal of the poem is its unflinching look at reality. This is no fair-weather faith, that
is strong and beautiful when the sun is shining, and fades when the storms blow about us. It
is instead a faith for all seasons, for the bright as well as the dark shadows, for the dependable as well as for the uncertainties, for the enemy who seeks to do us harm as well as for the
friend who offers us food and drink even in the face of hostility. It is therefore honest, and
in it there is nothing to hide. There is a story of an elderly woman who lay dying. .Her- rniniscame to visit, and asked her if she feared to cross over the river. No, she replied, my Master
owns both banks of the river,·and where he is, I am safe. That is what this Psalm tells us, in
language so clear andxsimple that the youngest among us can understand, and so deep and ever-lasting that the oldest, and most learned, find in it pricelessj3wels, and the precious promise.
The psalm is a model of clarity and order, yet it is in two parts. Part 1, vv. 1-4, tells us of
God as shepherd of the sheep; v.5 changes the poetic image to the good host, which is similar to
the good shepherd; and the final verse brings the two pictures of God together. But although
there are the two descriptions of God's lova and protection for us, they are woven together so
that they appear to be the same exact action. The good shepherd is the good host, and the good
host is the good shepherd.
Let us look more closely at the promises which are here •. The opening five words give us the assurance our souls long for. The Lord is my shepherd. Throughout the Bible, and in all of religious language,we find the careful Eam watch the shepherd .keeps over the young lambs used as
a synonym for God's care for us. In John 10 we hear Jesus say~ng his version of this psalm: I
am the good shepherd; I know my o wn and my osm know me, and I lay d mm my life for the sheep.
That lovely poem in Isa 40 says it:: he will feed his flock like a shepherd, he will gather the
lambs in his arms, he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young.
Can you understand what that meant to a people defeated, and taken alllay into exile, in the land
of Babylon, far from the temple, and the promised land? It brings tears to the eyes to read that
the Lord is my shepherd, and will feed his flock, and gather the lambs in his arms. Now let us
put the emphasis upon the pronoun. The Lord is MY shepherd. Our God is creator of all the vast
universe, and he is lawgiver to the world, and he is in control of history. But he is MY shepherd, and that is a comfort to me. When you say those precbus words, remember to emphasize the
pronoun. That is the promise that fat.th offers to us. And:tthe rest of the sentence follows.
I shall not want. Now we need to understand what that means. It does not mean wealth, or financial security, or no problems in life. But when we talk about the strength to confront everything
that our world can throw at us, then we can say, I shall not want. When we talk about the hope
that saves, then we can know that we are supplied. When we talk about the peace that passes all
understanding deep inside our hidden hearts, then we can breathe that precious promise--I shall
not want. These shall not fail, because the Lord- is MY sbephard , Now see that shepherd as the
good host. He makes mp lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside still waters. Green is
the most restttul of all colors, and in a desert land the color people most see is a harsh yellow. But the good shepherd finds the green pastures, that gives us the rest our troubled hearts
yearn f'or. He makes me lie down. That is what weariness is for. That is what illness is. It
is the opportunity to relax, and let our bodies catch up with the world. We are too much in a
hurry. Certainly we must work, for the night is corning, when no man can work. And no waman.

How does the old saying put i t--man may work from sun to sun, but woman ~s work is never done.
But rest is balm for the weary. Some yrs ago there was a professional golfer who said it well:
o his name ms Snead. Do not hurry, do not worry, stop and smell the flowers. Rest is so necessary that the good shepherd MAKES us lie down. The word sabbath me ai s resa, We would work
better if we had a sabbath hour every day, and if we had time for talk, and meditation, and to
smell the flowers. But rest is not all we need. V .3, he restores my soul. Ah, there is what
we need. We may have no scars on our skin, but many .or us have scars on our souls. We need
soul healing; we need soul restoration. Here it is. It is a precious promise. He leadeth me,
there is a hymn that reminds us of that. He leadeth me in the ":p::ths of righteousness, for his
name's sake. The good shepherd will not mislead us. Only when we stray from his protection
do me meet temptation and the unrighteous. But there are other dangers we must pass through,
in the valley of deep darkness· where there is the shadow of death across the path. Note that
the still waters, and the lying down in green pastures, come~ before the darkness. We restore
our souls, in worship, and in prayer, and in res~, because ahead of us there are the dangers.
But another ~:recious promise--I will fear no evil, for thou art with me. There is not richer
promise tha~the promise of God's presence. Come what may, for good or ill, in sickTBss and in
health, in poverty and in wealth, we have the promise of the presence. And that drives away the
fear of evil. It brings the .comfort we need. In the presence of all that life can do to us,
the good host prepares a table before us; he anounts our head with oil, and he fills the cup
until it over.fl.ows, so warm and loving is his hospitality. And then the soothing conclusion-Surely, goodness and mercy shall follow me, for the good shepherd, and the good host, meet all
of our needs. We shall dwell all of our days, as long as we live, forever, in the presence of
our God.
We live in a woEili of uncertainty, and deep inside us there is a yearning for sonething we can
cling to. We live in a world of trouble, and crisis, and deep inside us there is a longing for
serenity and peace. we live in a -world which can hurt us, and can defeat us, and deep inside of
us we wish to be comforted and protected. In these beautiful words, of silllple faith, there is
our answer. These are precious promises, which are given to us out of God's bounty. May we all
take them, and believe them, and live in the strong but tender presence of God. Deut 33:27:
The eternal God .Ls your "red.il!Q!!; dwelling place, and underneath are the everlasting arms.

Now to the One who is able to strengthen you according to the gospel and
in preaching of Jesus Christ, according tot he command of the eternal God to
bring about the obedience of faith -- to the only wise God be glory for evermore through Jesus _Christ.
Go in peace; may God preserve and keep you this
day and for ever. Amen.

The Precious Promise.

Text: Psa. 23.

Hayes Home, Sept 1.5/88

dearly beloved, we live in a world of uncertainty, and deep inside us is a yearning for something we can hold to, something we can depend upon. We live in a world in which there is on every hand the urgency of crisis, but deep inside us is a longing for serenity and pea~e. We live
in a world which often hurts us, which deals out undeserved pain and defeat, and deep inside us
there is a desire to be comforted and protected. It is in the midst of the conflicts between
the world we life in, and the feelings we have deep inside us, that an alloi.ding, childlike faith
in God promises us what we need. Let us rest our tired bodies and bruised souls in the precious
promises we find in the book of faith. As an example, hear the words of one of the best-beloved
poems in all of human literature. Psa. 23. Through the centuries these words have been the favoriteteading for millions of people. Many have quoted the precious promises and the calm certainty as they faced the conclusion of their pilgrimage on earth. Others have recalled these lines
as they faced a crisis, or a problem, or a hurt. It breathes confidence and triumph because it
is filled with a simple and uncomplicated faith that God is good, and God cares for us, and that
whatever we are called upon to face we can handle it with the ever-present help of God. The
strongest appeal of the poem is its unflinching look at the real wrld in which we all live. It
is no sugary promise of blue skies and fair weather and no storms to beat upon us. It is a call
to trust God in all seasons, sunshine or cloud, light or dark, in the midst of comfort or of c risis. A minister asked an elderly person, Are you afraid the cross the river? No, came the answer
my Father owns both banks of the river, this side and that side, and where God is, there I am
safe. This is the precious promise of the 23d Psalm.
Let us look at it more closely, to know
once again the faith that makes us whole, and gets us through the day, and through the night
watches. The opening five words stand 8.l'!long the unforgettable statements in all of human thought.
The Lord is rrry shepherd. Throughout the Bible, and in all.of relig language, the image of the
shepherd keeping watching over the flocks is a poetic symbol of God's care for us, who are the
sheep of his pasture. In John 10 Jesus quoted the psalm to make himself the good shepherd: I am
the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me, and I lay down my life for my sheep. The
prophet, in Isa 40a lso said it: He will feed his flock like asshepherd, he will gather the lambs
in his arms, he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those who are with young. Last wk,
in Scotland, there were the world contest to test the training of sheep dogs. It is a rigorous
andddemanding course; in 30 minutes the collie dog must respond to the whistled signals of its
owner to bring together stragglers who have strayed from the flock, they must lead them over a
lenITT;hy course, and must separate l.O sheep from the flock, those which wear a ribbon. Last wk
only three dogs in all the woeld completed the course • Nearly hal..f a c entury ago I was in EngLand , One day on a rocky heabh I stood in amazement to see a shepherd call to his sheep dog, who
corrected the wayward, and kept the flock together as they fed upon the sparse green plants on the
hill. That, said the psalmist, is what God is like. Now let us put emphasis upon the pronoun.
The Lord is MY shepherd. God is a shepherd, in poetic imagery, but He is more than that: he is
MY shepherd. God, who created this vast universe, who created something out of nothing; who gave
life, and then to redeem his people became himself part of the creation; that God who was before
the creation, without whom not anything was made that was made; that God is no impersonal maker
who forgets what he has made. God is MY shepherd. We say that every night to ourselves, and it
is in that possessive pronoun that we find comfort. On that basis, the rest of the sentence follows--I shall not want. We need to understand what that means. In American English, want means
desire, to crave something we do ndt have. Here the original Hebrew is translated with the English English, where want means need, to be without something necessary to existence. This plant
wants water, the English would say; we would say, this plant needs water. So to say, the Lord is
My shepherd, I shall not be without anything I need, is the precious promise of the psalm. It
is not a guarantee wf wealth in material terms, nor does it tell us we shall have no problems to
face. But when we talk about strength to face whatever the day may bring, then we hear the promise--the Lord is My shepherd, I shall not lack what I need. When we talk about the hope which
makes life sweet, then we know that it will be supplied in full measure. When we ask for the
inner peace that passes all understanding deep inside our hearts, then we hear the precious promise: I shall not need. These shall not fail, because the Lord is MY shepherd. In that is our
faith, and our hope, and our love. In these bsai tiful words, of simple f'ai th, as clear and as
unshakeable as the confidence of a small child, there is the answer to our yearning for certainty,
and peace, and victory over life and death, May we take them, and believe them, and live them,
in the strong, tender presence of a loving God. Deut 33:27:. the Eternal God is your dwelling
place, and underneath are the everlasting arms.
My

Now to the One who is able to strengthen you according toihe Gospel and
in preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the command of the eternal God to bring a bout
the obedience of fatth -- to the only wise God be glory for evermope through Jesus
Christ.
Go in peace; may God preserve and keep you this day and for ever. Amen.

