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“The Obedience of Faith” — December 24, 2017
Luke 1:35, 38
35The angel said to Mary, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. . . .” 38Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.

Romans 16:25–27
The revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages 26is now disclosed . . . according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith— 27to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever! 

I wish all the best to each one of you for Christmas, New Years, and Epiphany. 

We have plenty of texts to choose from today, but I did want to add that one brief text, the very ending of Paul’s letter to the Romans, because it connects up nicely with Mary’s response to Gabriel’s announcement to her, and gives me a focus for today’s sermon: namely, obedience to, and cooperation with, God.

Naturally, when a brilliant angel appears to someone, they are astonished and perhaps frightened, but Gabriel says to her “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God” (Luke 1:30). Then he gives his amazing news that she will bear a child who is, in fact, “the Son of the Most High” who “will reign over the house of Jacob forever. . . . The Holy Spirit will come upon you,” and the child will “be called Son of God” (1:32–33, 35).

Now, how would anybody know what to say in response? What would YOU say? But Mary says the right thing: “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (1:38). She expresses willingness to cooperate with God, which will become the main theme in Jesus’ teaching. I’m going to repeat that. I think cooperation with God is the teaching around which all of Jesus’ teaching centers. The determination to cooperate with God is what enables you to discern the will of God, according to John chapter 7: “anyone who resolves to do the will of God will know whether the teaching is from God” (John 7:17). And in Matthew 7, Jesus says the one who “will enter the kingdom of heaven” is the “one who does the will of my Father in heaven” (7:21). 

So we actually can do the will of God. And Mary is the first one in the Christian story to express willingness to cooperate with God’s will. By “will of God,” I am referring first of all to what God wants all humans to behave like and to value in their hearts, and secondly to God’s specific will for our individual lives. Finding out both of these is the business of living, and it may take a lifetime to get good at it. But there is no shame in that. 

There is no shame in admitting that you need to get better at discerning the will of God in your particular life. It takes persistent prayer, receptivity, and patience, to get good at perceiving where God is leading you. Be patient with yourself, as well as patient in waiting for God’s answers.

There is another line in Luke that describes what this listening process is like. It comes after Mary listens to the shepherds, and it says “Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart” (2:19). That is a good description of the spiritual life: Treasuring what you have learned, pondering what you have heard, and seeking to discern the truth of the matter. 

In other words, thinking is a crucial part of the spiritual life. So is feeling, for it is your feeling for truth, your feeling for goodness, and your feeling for Jesus, that made you turn to God in the first place. Treasuring means loving and following your feeling for supreme Value, what you’re able to perceive of the values of God. And pondering means thinking about what you value, and using the wisdom that you’ve gained. So both thinking and feeling are key parts of the spiritual life.

Faithful living means seeking and reaching for God’s guidance. You can be as sincere or as intense as you need to be, when you seek God’s will, but do not assume that you will get a simple or quick answer. It’s more likely to be a subtle and slowly emerging answer, I think. Listen for that still, small voice, the whisper of the Spirit.

The Apostle Paul treats the life of faith as the key new revelation brought by Jesus, even calling it a “mystery kept secret for long ages,” but now “disclosed” (Rom 16:25–26). What we need, he says, is “the obedience of faith” (16:26). The life of faith is the new way of living. It’s not that no one ever had faith before; in fact, Paul points out the crucial role that Abraham’s faith played. But Paul’s point is that never before had anyone shown us how to make faith, hope, and love the foundation of our lives. Paul taught that it is now a new age, because the Messiah has come, and the Messiah has shown us how to live.

Paul is the original New Age thinker. That is, it’s a new age if you live by the obedience of faith. It’s not a slavish obedience, but a liberating one. This kind of obedience helps to unfold the talent within you. If it’s God’s will that you sing, or that you write, or that you raise dogs, or that you farm, or that you raise your children, then it is not slavery to obey that call. It unfolds your own deeper nature. “Let it be with me according to your word.” This is cooperation with the Most High.

Let it be so with you in this season of peace, love, joy, and hope.
