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Text: “For by the grace given to me | say to everyone among you nai think of yourself
more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sobe judgment, each according to the
measure of faith that God has assigned.” (Romans 12:3)

Several weeks ago the Wall Street Journal publishedan@fia new biography of the life
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer by Eric Metaxas entitlBdnhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy. In this
biography the author attempts to discredit the revisiorgstsiof Bonhoeffer that make him out to
be a “humanist” or an ethicist for whom religious doetwas easily disposable. In the 1960’s
many theologians commented on Bonheoffer’s use of tresplireligionless Christianity” to hint
that he had given up on his basic beliefs as a Chrid#lataxas, in his biography of Bonhoeffer,
seeks to portray Bonhoeffer as a devout Christian wamwilling to give his life in an attempt to
follow Jesus Christ and to refuse any form of “cheapeaiads Reinhold Niebuhr astutely
observed, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in giving his life irsistance to Hitler’s rule in Germany deserves
a place in the modern day ‘Acts of the Apostles.™

This morning we read from Paul’s letter to the ChurdR@he. This letter follows a pattern
that is typical of Paul's New Testament writing® bkgins the Letter to the Church at Rome with a
section (Romans 1-8) in which he defines the Christidh ilaterms of God’s presence in Jesus
Christ. Then in Romans 9-11 Paul deals with what wasyadviicult problem for him, the
situation of the Jews. He concludes his letter witeciien on the Christian life (Chapters 12-15).

As Christians and as Presbyterians, we are all coedevith the Christian life. The Book of
Order of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) expresséotieof the primary emphases of our
governance is that “truth is in order to goodness.hJoalvin, the founder of the Presbyterian
Church, did not believe in speculative theology. For, tiva Christian faith was tied to human life.
Or to put it another way, to what avail is our faitiGod if it does not — at some point — express
itself in our life.

—




Certainly that is consistent with the teachings ofisels was Jesus who said that by ‘their
fruit you shall know them.” (Matthew 7:20) For Jesusréhwas an intimate connection between
what we believe and how we live. That is also foundhénSermon on the Mount when Jesus
observed that “not everyone who says, ‘Lord, Lord,lIstater the Kingdom of heaven, but only
the one who does the will of my father in heavéMatthew 7:21ff)

So, what are the key components of the Christiaf life
Il

First of all, as Christians we are called to “deny elwess, take up our cross and follow
Jesus.” John Calvin in hisstitutes of the Christian Religion uses these words of Jesus to define the
Christian life. For Calvin, the basic sin is unbeliatk of trust and confidence in God the Father.
The primary manifestation of that sin is in pride df-senteredness. We cannot get beyond
ourselves. For Calvin the sin of self-centerednessascome by the practice of self-denial, which
is becoming alive unto God and to one’s fellow humandsei

Several years ago | came across the biography oh8mas More by Peter Ackroyd.
Thomas More has always held a fascination for mewé&tecertainly a remarkable figure of the
16" Century. He was a close friend of the King of Englathehry VIII. He served as Lord
Chancellor of England. By every standard he seemecawina loved life and enjoyed every
aspect of it. He was revered by his family and his hom#he Thames River was a welcoming
place for many of the most important people in Europe.

But there was something about Thomas More that setagam from so many people and
makes him an enigma to us. He had a conscience and @ sémse of himself. When King Henry
divorced his wife Katherine to marry Anne Boleyn, thegkiaquired every citizen of England to
take an oath supporting his action and his break with #thawval church. But Thomas More could
not take that oath. Even when the king urged him to takedth, even when his own family urged
him to take the oath, he refused. He was finally placguaison, tried for treason, and beheaded at
the tower of London. His final words to those who stobldisasexecution were these: “l die the
king’s good servant, but God’s servant first.”

Thomas More is in the only person in English histehy was recognized as a Knight of the
Round Table, a Saint, and a Martyr. Some years ago RBblemwrote a play about the life of
Thomas More that he entitled “A Man For All Seasbns.

And yet, there is a sense that More is particulapggi@on for this season for he represents
something that is almost impossible for us to grasp: sopexho was willing to die for something
that he believed. | wonder how many of us here would fimdeshing that we believed in so
strongly that we would die for it?

.
Then, too, there is another dimension of the Chridifinwhich is the confidence that our

lives are rooted in the purposes of God and that God work®éat in all things for those who love
him.
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Herbert Butterfield, a distinguished historian, once ntaddollowing observation: “For let
us be sure of one thing — in the long run, there are wlatternative views about life or about
history. Here is a fact which was realized thousand®gaifs ago and is still true as ever. Either you
trace everything back in the long run to sheer blind ahamcyou trace everything back to God.”

The Christian witness is that the last word in gJyerman situation is the grace of God.
God’s grace is not only forgiveness and renewal but atssBeahold Niebuhr observed, “God’s
providential working in history by which he makes the widtiman to praise him and transmutes
good out of evil.” On one occasion God spoke to the Ap®&stid these words: “My grace is
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in wesds1” (Il Corinthians 12:9) The human
situation can become very difficult but there is alsvagpe. Again, the Apostle Paul wrote, “We
are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexednbtitiriven to despair; persecuted, but not
forsaken; struck down, but not conquered.” (Il Corinthians9}:8

One of the books that | keep at my house and find miggalihg to on many occasions is
the biography of Winston Churchill by William Manchesterntésd ThelLast Lion: Alone (1932-
1940). In this book Manchester writes of what Churchill edlf'The wilderness years.” He was the
lone voice in the House of Commons who urged his felountrymen to arm themselves against
the Third Reich of Adolph Hitler.

From the very beginning Churchill knew that Hitler woudtt stop until all of Europe and
England was in his grasp. But Churchill was a lone vaigmg in the wilderness. He was
ridiculed, laughed at, teased, and mocked. But in thableiviay of 1940, when the Low Lands
succumbed to the force of HitleNgehrmacht and when France fell as well, the King of England
turned to the one man who had predicted every singlda eéhetrhad happened and the only person
to whom England could turn, if they were to avoid thelike ignominy of defeat.

Churchill writes of that May evening when he was sumenaio Buckingham Castle and
asked to form a new government. On his way home Chutoldlhis driver and bodyguard that he
believed that everything that had happened to him in hikdifeprepared him for this moment:
every disappointment, every defeat, every ridiculerggetback.

That is a remarkable statement about the power dftGwork for good in human life. It is
rooted in the confidence that our lives are not an acchligrthat we belong to the God who created
us, redeemed us in Jesus Christ, and who governs and priovides lives.

V.

There is another element to the Christian life amslgharacterized by a sense of the
freedom and joy that is given to us in Jesus Christ.gfeat reformer Martin Luther certainly
understood this. One of his most famous writings of 1520antided “The Freedom of the
Christian.” In that writing Luther crafted a remarkaslatement that went as follows: “The
Christian,” wrote Luther “is master of all and servemnone.” Then he added the statement that
“the Christ is master to none and servant to all.that paradox Luther pointed to the freedom and
joy of the Christian life. Because we have been nedeleby the gift of God’s grace in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we havearcéeedom and joy. We can enjoy the world
that God has created knowing that our salvation imately in God’s grace and not in our own
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achievements. To use the words of the Shorter Catech@ar chief end in life is to glorify God
and enjoy him forever.” This freedom gives the capaoitseiek the kingdom of God while at the
same time knowing that we will never fully find it.

As Christians, we believe that life is meaningful anddybecause that is the way that God
has created the world. When one asks, “What is the wonsf that can happen to a person?” it is
not tragedy. Tragedy can bring out the best in a perSba.worst that can happen to a person is
the loss of meaning in life.

That is an issue that Christianity faces head on.b#lieve that God gives meaning and
purpose to our lives. Sigmund Freud, the founder of moderiiasgc once lamented what he
called “the senseless life.” Contrast that to the sdedPaul who, though in prison facing death,
could write, “Rejoice in the Lord. Again | say rejoite

As Christians, we are often known for our seriousnassrigidity, our hypocrisy, and often
by our extreme sense of judgmental attitude. But | wonoerrhany of us are known for our sense
of wonder and joy — not only about the beautiful worlolugad us — but also for the great sense of
the power of God to work his grace in us and to redeem ostfre power of sin and death?

| began this sermon with a note about the life @tiith Bonhoeffer and | would like to end
it on this note as well. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was inspried by the German Gestapo for being a part
of the conspiracy to assassinate Adolph Hitler. He imasisoned first in Berlin and then later in
Buchenwald, Schonberg, and finally in Flossenburg.

On April 8", 1945 prisoner Bonhoeffer conducted a brief worship servide@ammunion
service for some of his fellow prisoners. All of théspners knew that the war would soon be over.
They could hear the sound of the Allied forces. Hehadly finished his prayer before two S.S.
troopers came to the door of the cell in which he styatisaid, “Prisoner Bonhoeffer, get ready to
come with us.” Those words “Come with us” were the nanstided in the camp because they
meant one thing only — the scaffold. Bonhoeffer turneahi of the men with him and said, “This
is the end, but for me it is the beginning of life.”

On the next day, April'® 1945 Bonhoeffer was hanged — just two days before the camp
was liberated by Allied troops.

In this letter to the church at Rome the Apostle lealls us not to be conformed to the
world but to be transformed by the renewing of our minds.

It is this grace that gives us great hope in life ardeath.

Amen!
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