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Jesus and His Followers

A sermon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Pr esbyterian Church, Oxford, PA on the Srd
Bunday after Pentecost, June 24 qull Seor xpiurﬂ Lessons: Genesis 28:10-17; Faalm 31 :1-10;
Formans 5:12-19; f*IatthM.f 10:24-23,

IN THE HAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SOM AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

when | was gt the Reedsville Prestyterian Church in Reedsville,
Penneylvania | was & single minister for four years. | lived in a big, old,
four bedroom manse with o cavernous attic. 1'd aften get scared at night
in that Eg=edd place. I'd hear noizes cutside but those weren't the noises
that scared me. | knew what they were - the sound of the wind in the
trees, Amish buggies, the cars. The sounds that frightened me were the
ones that came from the attic. Sometimes 1'd wake up in the midd]e of the
night and think I'd hear a Tootstep up there. Just onel Ur-fnaybe & board

would creak as it expanded or contracted and I'd lie there in terror,

Waw | never locked the front door of the manse &t mght Never! 1t WaE g
peaceful, rural, cammunity with very little crime. | &f¢ keep the sttic
door locked however, | wasn't afraid of who right come in the front doar
at night but I was afraid of what might be coming down from the sttic and
Pyeanted to be able to get aut of there fast.

Jesus had a lot Lo zay about fear. He said, "Do not fear those wha kil
the body but cannot kil the soul; rather fear the one wha can destroy bath
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o0l and body in hell.” “Jesus warned that no punistment that E:gcr:ﬂ:\\cnn
ever mete cut can compsare with the ultimate fate of one who denies what
one knows of the truth in Christ. There are things which sre far worse
then desth, Jesus teaches.

Jesus was speaking Lo people whorn he had choszen to send into a1l the
tavens of wills stine to preach the gospel, heal, and cast out
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dernons” He rnakes it clear that his followers shouldn't expect better
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treatmment than he got. Jdesus was accused of being in cohoots with
Beelzebub (snother name for the devil). Hiz followers will be accused of
watrse things. His followers aren't to fear ridicule, rejection, persecution
or martyrdom. Theyre to fear God.

Thesze words must've been particularly relevant to the Palestinian
churches that first read Matthew's Gospel, They knew that Jesus had been
falsely sccused of sedition and blaspherny and put to desth on & cross.
They knew they could expect no better treatment. Unlike today in the
United States when the church is & respected institution, .the church was
then considered Lo be & subversive sect. As a result u:uf%cnmmitrnent o Chooa®
the followers of Jesus beskestiey were dragged before crowds of people
and beaten. They were brought befare the magistrates and were thrown in

_Jail. Inmany cases they q ve up their lives. Think rar a rmornent, of some

af thé. accuzations thaf were brought against the foltowers of Jesus.

() They were aecused of being cssridals The service of Hol y Cammution
hadn't yet become a socially respectable religious rite. Word leaked out
that these fanatics were eating humar flesh and drinking human Bood in
this mysterious service celebrated in darkness far fear of the suthorities,
(#) They were accused of being Jszmars/ hecause they celebrated what
they called Tove fesste. It was hard for the secular mind of that day to
realize that people could really, genuinely love ane another across social,
racial, political, and lahguage barriers. -

(¥ They were sccused of heing reve/ui/onsries because they sang of
how God puts down the mighty from their thrones and 1ifts those of low
degree.

(W) They were accused of being ofsiays? and vapsirialic becalse they
wouldn't take an oath of allegiance to the Emperar a5 superior to God,
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[5) They were accuszed of Geraying femily /i7e hecause Jesus taught
that logalty to hirm should surpass lagalty even to mother and father,

() The early Christians were sccused of fEpEring Witk sociely and
nat confining themselves to religious issues. There were sinty million
slaves in the Roman Empire. Although the church didn't set out to aholish
slavery as an institution, it did treat slgves a= gqual to their masters.
The followers of Jesus said that in Christ the social distinctions that
divided slave and free had no bearing in the church,

(1) The followers of Jesus were sccused of being desirvelive to the
bysiness s00 ecenamic inleresis of the carmmuni ty because the
hatits of this new band of wornen and men differed so o greatiy from the

hatiits of the status que. In the city of Ephesus business owners started &

_ ,rmt because thuy feared Christians wouldn't L buy their statues of the pagan

gods. Christians in those deys didn't organize bageots, They simply
stopped w an’rmq-ﬂm;t they really didn't need and what was pozitively
hartful to their spiritual life.

It the face of all these accusations and threats Jesus called his
Tollovers to put their ultimate fear in the God whom they'd come to know
snd trust through Him. Unlike the hostile civil and religious authorities,
God cared for them. "Don't you know that every hair on your head is
nurnbered?” God says, "If | care even stout & bird whao falls to the ground,
howe much more do you think | care for you who've risked your life for me -
Jou wham Pve created inmy image and whose every thought | ir‘ltirﬁate]g
know and understand?”

Too often we've sllowed the Christian faith ta become & sentimental,
emationsl trip. We forgel the rigorous, realistic message of Jesus. Too
often we're willing to be called Christiang as tong as it's the popular thing.
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Willinm Barclay spoke of o Tamous scholar and man of the waorld, When

asked if he was a Christian, his answer was, "Yes, but not offensively so.'
He teant that he didn't sllow hiz Christianity to interfere with the
society he kept and the pleasures he loved. Sometimes we say Lo other
people, in so many waords, that we're Church members, but mot to gstagh
sbout i1 too much; that we have no intention of being different.

The Presbyterian Church has never been afraid to influence our culture.
Some denominationz, 1ike the Amizh, feel that God has called them Lo
withdraw from society and farn 5 counter-culture. we nezed to listen to
their witness, Hut Presbyterians have always felt that God calls us to be
involyed in society, to influence culture and to leaven it with the Gospel.
That's why the only ctergyperson to sign the Declaration of Independence

was & Presbyterian Minister, John Witherspoon. That's why Prestiyterians
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have served in the Senate snd Congress in far greater numbers than our
size a5 a denorination would lead geecto believe. That's why so many of
aur USWH mumherf are involved in every area of the 1ife of this community.

But anyone who immerses themselves in society iz bound, not only to
influence it, but 7o &g infivenced &y 7l A% aresult many of our
leaders in the Presbyterian Church, such az Or. Gillespie, President of
Princeton Saminary, hove been warning us that there's 1ittle if any
difference shyrore between being g good Presbyterian and being a gaod
American citizen, we don't 1ike to get too out of siep with the rest of
society.

[t'2 not under persecution that the church fails. The tirme when the
church takes its setback is when culturally it's respectable to be s
Christian. [t's easy for us to slide along, never being counted as wamen
and rmen who worship and serve God, through our Lord Jesus Christ - never
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expressing forthrightly that our uitimate fesr iz not fear of lazing our
status ar wealth or popularity, but the fear of qrieving Ged's Tove,

Alan Boesak, the Black South African trinister, has faced false
stcusations and threats against his life for many years. After the death of
Steven Biko in & prison cel), Rey. Boesak urged his congregation to have a
areater fear of God than of the governement. "This greater fear he said,
"finds expression in faith in £A4»7=2 in trust in ftim, and in ohedience to
him. Feiies in him rather than in idols thet cannot zee, hear, ahd
liberate. 7Frusd in him instead of in hurmen plans and zystems that are
invrardly rotien end infected by =in unto death itzelf and on sccount of
their injustice bound Lo disappear. Géedience to hirm and his word
instead of & blind servility that diztorts reality and leads to the precipice.

__ Those whao wish ta umtatg {g_a:, t@g Hes?mh m the wmld are required so
.— ﬁ“‘*tcﬂl hszh;:e in m“rh that the anxiety in their lives iz overcome.”
when Jesus spoke to his followers he didn't try to soothe or rationslize

Tharn
By Hreatm rr-gtesiptes. He didn't stiempt cheap words of

comfort in the spirit of "just believe in me and nothing will heppen to you”.
Jesus never sentimentalized God's love. God i3 love, but Bod i alzo haty
and there needs to be a place in us for awe and fear which snswer Gad's
holihess,

There was a shipwreck off the rocky coast of Maine during & terrible
storm. The coast-guard received an SOS indicating thet there were
suryivars. A bost and crew were readied to go out into the dark, stormy
waters, One of the frigt‘nter‘i’%r‘ew said to the captain, "Sir, if we go out
there in this weather, we'll never come back.” The captain, who knew his
duty to rescue the peﬁshing, responded, "We have to go out. We don't have

i a Stornmn whoshile wored
ta come back.” when Jesus sent out hiz followers™o preach and teach and
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heal he told them, "You have to go cut. You don't heve Lo come back.”

I don't know what dannerous or frightening situstion you ar | rnay find
aurselves in where we're called upon to confess Christ when we're
ternpted to deny hitm; when we're tempted to remain silent when we should
speak out; when we're temmpted to inaction when we should be qatting
involved. But | hope for myself and for you that we'll have the courage tao

CeaaMe O Yo vn (et Losa s o bt
feat” the Gad who loves us in Christ, more than we fear anyane else [f we
do, maybe there'll be peaple who will say of us, what was said of Jahn
Knox. "Here lies one who feared God so much that he never feared Lhe face
af any wmah or wormah," Bbx¥zZ{9

Let us pray: O God, have mercy upar us. e are not quick to prociaim Chivist as Lord and Savior,
“W'e confess that we fear mesee our firiends and neighbors more than we fear you. At times we feel that

it's awkward to confess hirm as the source of new life. Help us to dove, fear, and trust gou, to
acknovwledge you before others, and to Yive for Jesus Christ, the Lord of 311, Amen.
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