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“A Cup of Water” — July 2, 2017
Psalm 13

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me for ever?
How long will you hide your face from me? 
2 How long must I bear pain in my soul, and have sorrow in my heart all day long?
How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? 

3 Consider and answer me, O Lord my God!
Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, 

  4 and my enemy will say, “I have prevailed”;


my foes will rejoice because I am shaken. 

5 But I trusted in your steadfast love;
my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. 
6 I will sing to the Lord,
because he has dealt bountifully with me.

Matt 10:40–42
40 “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.
41“Whoever welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward; and whoever welcomes a righteous person in the name of a righteous person will receive the reward of the righteous; 42and whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple—truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward.”

This whole psalm is full of real-life anguish and pleading. Hear the pain: “Will you forget me for ever? Must I . . . have sorrow in my heart all day long? Consider and answer me” (Ps 13:1–3). But after the sorrow comes an affirmation of faith and a recollection of past help: “I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation . . . . he has dealt bountifully with me” (v. 5–6). He believes God will help him again, as he did before.
That makes it not only a prayer for help, but a poem of affirmation of God’s love. And there is a formal beauty to the words.

Whenever we pray from the heart, we are admitting that we are needy. We let our guard down and cry out to God for help. It is good if we also remember to affirm God’s love. . . . and wait quietly for God’s Spirit to work on our hearts.

Now what is the main point in the gospel passage? It has to do with being rewarded for one’s good deeds. Now the New Testament says more than one thing about salvation. There are passages that say you are saved by faith, or by grace alone, and not by works of the law (Gal 2:16; 3:11, 24; Acts 15:11; 1 Pet 1:5; Eph 2:8), but this passage does not mention faith. Instead, salvation is linked to good deeds. Jesus says, if you welcome a prophet, you receive a prophet’s reward. I don’t know exactly what that reward is, but Jesus here shows respect for prophets. He goes on, “whoever welcomes a righteous person . . . will receive the reward of the righteous” (Matt 10:41). Now that seems to do with a rewarding and honorable afterlife. 
It is the last verse that always thrills me: “whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple—truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward” (Matt 10:42). A cup of cold water is very meaningful to a thirsty person, especially in the Middle East. 

At the end of the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus again puts an emphasis on deeds, saying “just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (25:40). And again, in today’s reading: “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me” (Matt 10:40).
So—are we saved by faith, are we saved by Jesus, or are we saved by the transformation of our hearts that leads to good deeds? — Yes. All three are true, and the three are inseparable. We ARE saved by faith, but it is Jesus who has SHOWN us how to have faith. And Jesus is our creator or co-creator, as it says four times in the New Testament, just two of which I’ll quote: God “has spoken to us by a Son . . . through whom he also created the worlds” (Heb 1:2); that sounds like God created the worlds through the Son. In Colossians, it says all things were created in him: “He is the image of the invisible God . . . in him all things in heaven and on earth were created” (Col 
1:15–16).
Jesus started things in the beginning; he is our teacher now; and he has gone ahead of us, and prepared a place for us.

So we’re saved by faith and by Jesus. But it’s also true that our deeds really matter. Jesus and the Spirit try to place in our hearts a motive to do good, starting, perhaps, with giving a cup of cold water to someone who needs it.

So if you literally give a cup of water to someone like a salesman who knocks on your door, have you secured your salvation? I don’t think we have to be that literal about it, but I do think that if you act out of Godly motivation, that is evidence that Jesus has already saved you. They will know you by your love; your love demonstrates Jesus’ activity within you. 

Now, some of the good that Jesus has done is long delayed in its effect upon the human race. In the last 150 years there has been a growing awareness of the sensitivity of children, a recognition that we should not be cruel in disciplining, but that we should let them know with confidence that they are loved. The Hartford Congregationalist minister Horace Bushnell said that children should be bathed in the love and security of a Christian household. “You are not to be a savage to them,” he said (Christian Nurture [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1916, originally 1861], 56–57).
But Jesus said it first. “Unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven,” and also “Take care that you do not despise one of these little ones” (Matt 18:3, 10).

Jesus was instilling higher ethics of parenting and sensitivity in us, and this Gospel truth eventually bore fruit in civilization. Even if the effects come gradually, it is really meaningful when it becomes part of our social ethics to treat people with respect, regardless of their social status. 

Another change in society that took many centuries to occur, was the ending of slavery. It was there in Paul’s letter to Philemon, whom he had brought to the Lord, that he ought to take his runaway slave back, “no longer as a slave but as . . . a beloved brother” (Phlm 16). Unfortunately, this change was greatly delayed because the slave-owning class converted to Christianity, and long blocked the fruition of this aspect of the Gospel.

Christianity affirmed that all people had spiritual dignity. The American Revolution gave political expression to that idea, saying that all people had certain inalienable rights, and that government needed to protect those rights. Of course, slaves were not yet included in these protections, but with time slavery was abolished and these rights were extended to all citizens.

Now, obviously, I have gone way beyond the cup of cold water. What I am saying is that, if you follow Jesus, there will be a cup of water contained in everything you do, at least when you’re mindful, when you’re peaceful, when you’re ready to serve others. Admittedly, there will be times when you are stressed, or when your feelings are hurt, and you won’t be at your best. But the principle needs to be there all the time, that you intend well to everyone, and that you intend revenge on no one.

So, remember your affirmations, such as “I trusted in your steadfast love” (Ps 13:5), or “give a cup of water to one of these little ones.” Who are the little ones now? Maybe anyone who needs comfort, anyone who needs prayer, anyone who needs a job. Let us not forget the needy.
This spiritual and ethical motive is permanent. It will always be part of the Gospel, even when you’re stressed, even when you feel more like reciting an intense psalm than a highly ethical Gospel passage. You need to have loyalties that are greater than passing feelings, greater than emotional storms of all kinds. Emotions are the stormy surface of the sea. Loyalties are the deep sea itself, which is always there to buoy you up. 

Get Jesus to calm the surface of your sea, and help you to remember why you’re here. Be loving and be open to love. Be ready to give a cup of water, and be ready to receive a cup of water. Good things will happen.


