Sermon for Trinity XII
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

Our sufficiency is of God; who also hath made us able ministers of the new testament; not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life.
  In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.
SERMON:


We sometimes hear of someone who is said to live up to the letter, but not the spirit, of the law.  By this, the speaker generally means that the person referred to manages technically to follow the rules, but in the process, he or she ignores the real meaning and intent of those same rules, often harming all those involved.

This is precisely what Paul is warning about in today’s Epistle.


Paul begins by deferring to God any honor or glory in being a minister.  It is God, he says, Who makes the Apostles able ministers.  It is God, not man, Who opens the meaning of the Gospels and gives insight into the will of the Father and the Son.


Man may record the letter of the law, but God is the author of the spirit of the law.  The letter of the law can be written on paper, or on stones, but the spirit of the law must be written on men’s hearts.


The intent of the law, written in books or on monuments, is generally to restrain or constrain, but the intent of the spirit, written on the heart, is to inspire, to encourage and to uphold.  As Paul says, “the letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth life.”


The written law is intended to teach the people all those things they must not do – to restrain their conduct and prevent the commission of sin.


Paul says the Old Testament is “the ministration of death”
, which he says is, like the tablets Moses received on Mt. Sinai, “written and engraven in stones.”
  And the Old Testament is full of cautions and warnings about all the misconduct and behaviors that could lead to death in sin.  The Commandments themselves were written on stone tablets to be a permanent reminder to the people of God’s laws, just as the famous Mesopotamian “Stele of Hammurabi” was written on a stone pillar to be a permanent reminder of the king’s laws.


But the New Testament, by comparison, is the revelation of mercy, of restoration and of eternal life through the Savior.  If the law of the Old Testament was written in the letters of the law, then the Law of the New Testament is written in the hearts of believers by the action of the Holy Spirit.


Paul asks, if the great fathers of the people of Israel, Moses, Abraham, Isaac and the prophets, were held in glory, then how much greater must the glory of the Holy Spirit be, who leads to life rather than death?


“For if the ministration of condemnation be glory, much more doth the ministration of righteousness exceed in glory.”


Now Paul was writing to warn the people of the church at Corinth about false teachers among them who were teaching that the Old Testament is superior to the Gospel. 

 



In his rebuttal, Paul grants that the law of the Old Testament was glorious, but says that it lacks the glory of the New Testament because it leads not to life, but to death.  Consider the proscriptions of the Old Testament:  the having of other gods, making graven images, taking God’s name in vain, violating the Sabbath, dishonoring one’s parents, murder, committing adultery, thieving, and coveting.  All of these transgressions were punishable by death – not just of the body, but of the soul.


Even the very face of Moses was glorious, as—after he was in the presence of God--it shone and could not be viewed directly.  But all of these things would pass away, he says, in the glory of the New Testament, which replaced the law of death with the Spirit of life.


Ministers of the Gospel, then, convey spiritual life and access to life eternal through faith in God.  The Gospel shows how God extended not a hand of punishment, but a hand of mercy, to His people, granting remission of sins through His Son Jesus Christ and life eternal.


Those ministers are made able by God Himself, Paul argues, and their whole sufficiency comes from God, not from themselves. They are ministers of the new covenant of Jesus Christ, which fulfilled the Old Testament law and replaced it with a covenant of grace. 


They are not teachers of the letter of the law--which kills--but rather of the spirit of the law--which is the spirit of life and of grace.  These ministers are to teach God’s grace, His mercy, His love, not just the harsh penalties that He can bring to bear, and certainly not try to discourage others from even trying to follow God for fear of His anger.

To do so might well accurately describe what God is capable of, but it would be to ignore what He has promised to those who follow Him and try to follow His ways – eternal life.  The letter of the law – that death is the penalty for sin – would be followed.  The spirit of the law – that God wishes His children to follow Him, to seek His forgiveness, and to call upon Him for grace--would be ignored. 


Let us never choose the ministration of death over the ministration of life.


Let us pray.

 
Dear Lord, grant us the wisdom always to choose to follow the Spirit of Your law, choosing life everlasting over the brief rewards of any self satisfaction that can come from following only the letter of the law.  Grant us insight into the fullness of Your plan for us, and the mind always to trust in You.  This we ask through Thy Son our Lord, Jesus Christ.  Amen.
Sunday, August 14, 2016
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW
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