Gut of My Darkness

A sermon-preached by the Revd. Theodore S. Atkinson on the 22nd 3unday after Pentecost (Reforraation
Sunday) Dotober 27, 1985, Seripturs Lessons: Jeremish 31 17-9, Psalra 126, Hebrews 5:1-6, Atark
1046-51,

A couple weeks ago my eyes were bothering me. 1've hed excellent
eye-sight all my life but have always worn glasses to read. Bul now |
discovered | wes having & hard time focusing on things close to me. My
distance vision was trernendous but when | ceme to read & book I'd have to
hold it at arm length. [ either had to get longer erms or a new pair of
giasses. | got a new pair of glasses.

| don't suppose any of us realise what a blessing eye-sight is uniil we
begin to lose it. Lasi year | stood st the bedside of on elderly shut~in. She

wes bitterly weeping. She'd been confined Lo & nursing horne for years but

at least she'd been able to see. Bui now her eyes were wearing out. She
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wept end Lalked of the encroaching darkness and the encircling g_loofn. She
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just couldn't imegine 1ife without sight. A few months later she died.
How horrible it would be Lo live in the dark.

The people of Jericho had 1ived in darkness for thoussnds of years.
Jericha is first mentioned in the OT. Every child knows that "Joshus fit
the batile of Jericho, and the walls came tumblin down”. But not many
peaple realise that efter its destruction, Joshus pronounced & curse
against the city. Jesus came Lo 1ift Jericho’s ancient curse and tring it
out of its darkness. On his way out of the city his discipies and a great
many pilgrims followed him. With such a crowd | doubt if snybody noticed
Bartimaeus sitting by the side of the rosd with hiz dark glasses, white
cane, and tin cup.

Bartimeaeus was blind but he hed sharp ears and heard that Jesus wes

carning. He beganh crying out, "Son of David, have mercy upon tme.” This is
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the first titne in the Gospel of Mark thet Jesus is publicly recognised as
the Messiah, the Son of Devid. A blind beggar is the Tirst to hail Jesus as
Sun of David. The crowd told him to shut up but he cried all the louder,
“Son of David, have mercy on mel" Jesus stood and called him. Bartimaeus
dropped his tin cup, threw of f his garment and rushed to Jesus. He didn't
want a hand out from Jesus. He wanted to see. Jesus said, "Your faith hes
saved you." Bartimaeus received his sight and immedistely begen ta
follow Jesus on the way to the cross,

In the Gospels we see two kinds of people. We see people like
Bartimaeus, perhaps physically blind, lepers, and atl sorts of outcasts who
recognise Jesus. On the other hand, we see people who have good physical

eyesight snd great knowledge of the Scriptures but theyre blind

concerning Christ and therefore never resllyseeGod. . . - -

The theme of my sermon is this: Carisi alane apens aur eyes (@
seg God  We're seved ihreugh 167k in himm s7ens We're in the dark
about God unlil we come ta Christ. This is the great truth that Martin
Luther rediscoversd over 400 years ago. Todey is Reformation Sunday. On
October 31, 1517 Martin Luther nailed the 95 Theses denouncing church
abuses to the church doars in Wittenburg, Germany. That eveni marks the
beginning of the Reformation of the medieval European church. 50 many
traditions had grown up in the medieval church that actuslily kept people
from seeing Jesus es their grest high-priest and savior. Luther wanted to
reform the church so that pecple might see Jesus more clesrly.. Ye're
called & reformed church because we trace our religious heritage to Luther
and Calvin, the fathers of the Reformation.

Let's briefly review some events in the 1ife of Martin Luther that led to

the Reformation. For years Luther groped in darkness trying to find &
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gracious God. He was an Augustinian monk, o priesi, a deeply religious
man but he was in the dark sbout God. He feit a terrible weight of guilt.
He was anxious about his salvation day and night. He spent hours in prayer
canfessing his sins and begging God's forgiveness. He sought peace in
duing penance and feverishly threw himself into &1l sorts of religious
activities. And yet he still felt God wes angry with him. He felt he could
do nothing to please Ged.

But Luther hed & wise and saintly confessor priest who encoursged him
to teach the Bible in the university. Luther dug deeply into the Scriptures.
His studies led him evntually Lo lecture on St. Paul's letter to the Romans
and there his eyes were open to see God in Christ. He saw clearly that God

freely justifies sinners, apert from our works, through faith in Christ

 slone. Like.Blind Bartimaeus.his eyes were opened, he hesrd Jesus sey to .-

him, "Your feith has saved you”.

| can see sorething af myself in Luther. Though raised in an
independent Bikle believing church / must heve tiean 4iing. [ didn't see
much of Christ there. The Gospel came across to me as bad news rather
than good news. | heard il preached as & threst rather than as God's
pramise. | heard the church preaching, "Believe that God Joves you or he'il
send you to hell. Believe in the deity of Christ or you'll go to hell. Receive
Christ &s your savior or else go to hell.” | felt like Alice in Wondertand
when the Queen of Hearts says, "Don't be nervous or 'l chop of f your hesd.”
| heerd the love and grace of God preached ag Lew and | couldn't see the
heauty and grace of Jesus very well.

| remember being afraid Lo go to sleep al night for fear | might die in
my sleep and go to hell. | was haunted by the horrible thought that | was
not among the elect, that Bod hed predestined me to hell, or that | had



commitied the unfargiveable sin. As s high school student | would get up
early every morning and confess rmy sins and beg God to forgive me for
Christ’'s sake. | would come horne from school, do my homework and spend
the rest of the evening reading the Bible along with commentaries
searching for sssurence of salvation. | groped and searched for a gracicus
God.

| was continually esking myself, "Heve | had the right kind of
experience? Do | have saving faith? Am | trying to earn my salvation
through getiing up early for daily devotions and going to church s often
Do | helieve correctiy? Do | belong to the right church? Have | been
baptized the correct way?" Although God sesled me as his own in beptism
as sn infant, | got myself rebaptized by irmersicn. | responded to sltar
_ tslls sl evengelistic rallies, | prayed for Christ to come into my heart
hundreds of times. | threw myself into religious exercises of this sort
with the hope of finding e gracious Gad snd assurance of salvstion.

| believe that even then | had 6 seed of true faith in Christ but [ was
caught up in a religion of fear and legalism that kept me from seeing the
Jove of God cleariy. Even then, as | read the Gospel o tny own from time
to time | felt ry heert strangely warmed by the vision of Christ. And |
would say to myself, "Could it be that in Jesus | see what God is like?" It
was & thrilling, heart warming, eye-opening thought.

| continued o read and study the Bible. Eventually t went off to
serinary still lacking assurance of salvation. Bul as | continued to read
and talk and call out to God for mercy, | began to experience mote and more
the thought that in.Jesus | was seeing what God is really like. | begen to
see the truth of the doctrine of the deity of Christ. 1began to see it as

good news. | begen to see that | must not 1ok anygvwhere else than to



Christ ta see who God is. &Aris? elane epens aur syes o see fod,
Wa are seved threvgh 16Fih in him olane. Whet an eye opening
experience thet's been for me. So, 85 & first year seminary student, | vent
down to the First Presbyterian Church in Princeton and requested
merabership upon profession of faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.

It's something that's still opening my eyes. When | ook &t Christ | see

i Christ 1 sge the wreth af Gad in 6 camplelely new wey. In
Christ | see a God whose anger is directed not to sinners or doubters but to
the religious. | see God angry with those who have all the answers, who
kriow Lhe Bible backwards and forwards, who cross land and sea to meke
one convert, but who don't recognise their own blindness. Atave gll, 7/
see (he Wwrelh of 664 an the crass. | see God taking upon himselt the
awful wreth end curse of sin. On the crass, | see the ausiere Judge as my
faithful Savior, whe ot the cost of his own blood fully paid for all my sins
and completely freed me from the dominion of the devil; who protects me
and assures me of eternal 1ife and makes rme willing to live for hirm.

In Christ 1 &isa see the Jave of Gad for sinners. | see God eating
and drinking with sinners, sctuslly enjoying their company, forgiving them
and caliing forth their love, trust and obedience. ! see & laughing God,
changing water to wine in the celebration of 1ife and love. | see a crying
God, stretching out his arms to Jerusalem and to Kenmore. | see that the
God who chase us from before the foundstion of the world to be heirs of
his kingdem is not a far away, capricious Bod who plays dice with our
eternal destiny, but is the very one who came to us in Christ and who cried
aut on the cross, "Father, forgive them for they know not yhat they do.”
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757th in him alane. Thet is the message of the Bible. 1t's the message
of the Reformation, of Celyin and Luther. [t reminds me of an little known
painting that comes to us from the time of Luther. [t's & smail aitar
picture that is still in alittle yillage church in Germany. A person
entering the church doesn’t see it on the gltar very easily: the cendies and
the flowers and the altar cross stend in front of it. It's called, Lwiner
Fresching. V1) explain it briefly to you. A pulpit juts cut from the wall
and Luther stands in it. On the other side are men and wormen, standing or
kneeling snd tistening. In the middle stands & cross, and on the cross
hengs Jesus Christ. And as Luther preaches, he points to the cross; and the
people listen to his wards, hut they ook st the cross. There in a picture

you are shown where Luther's cancern loy. It's as though he's seying, "My

~name doesn't matter; bul the man on the cross is the one who-cen-help you.

It is to him yeu must 1ook.” And s0 my prayer for esch ane of you this

morning is that you, like Blind Bartimoeus of old, will sez God in Jesus
Christ and be seved through faith in him alone and that you will then
follow hirm in grateful obedience day by day. Ta those of you who &re

anxious about your salvation and lack assurance, look away from
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yourselves, and look o Christ and in him sae that 6o
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To those of you who stand on the perifery of the church en Christian
foith, who are turned off by the faults and sins of the church, may you oloo
look 1o Christ and see that God is gracious o you snd seeks to have You
serve him in his Kingdom.

Let us pray: Day by day, O dear Lord, three things | pray: to sse thee more clearly, love thee
more dearly, follow thes more nzarly, day by day, by day, by day.



