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Sermon for Epiphany III
Romans 12:16-21    Psalm 102:15-18   Matthew 8:1-13

 Many churches in the world are marking the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity on or near this week. 

 So this sermon will be on Christian unity. Our starting point is a verse from our epistle, from Romans 12.

 "If it be possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all."
 That would be a good motto to hang on any church’s wall. 

 “Live in harmony with everyone,” Paul says before this.
 That is a good starting place for unity, but Christian unity runs deeper than just getting along together. To talk about Christian unity we must talk about Jesus Christ.
 Jesus had already begun in his ministry to reach out to people of all sorts and conditions. In our gospel reading, we see Jesus followed by multitudes. Whether it was lepers, or a Roman centurion who had faith that Jesus could heal his servant, Jesus crossed all sorts of barriers. 

 After healing the Roman officer’s servant, Jesus says, “Many shall come from east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.”
 The Lordship of Jesus Christ is for all people, east and west, north and south. Many of the people who came to Jesus were outsiders. A Roman officer and a leper were outsiders in the Jewish world of Jesus. 

 Jesus crossed all sorts of social and religious barriers to reach people. We are told in John’s gospel that “he came to his own people, and his own people would not accept him.”  

 The people who understand Jesus the least were insiders, his own people. It’s the outsiders, like lepers, and women, even a Roman officer, who seem to “get” who Jesus is, better than his own people.

  Later, when the apostle Paul saw that Jesus is the Saviour not only of the Jews, but of the Gentiles as well, he saw Christian unity as something much bigger than one group or another.
 Paul was more than a great evangelist. He was a pastor to his churches. Paul knew that unity among Christians had to be worked out on the ground, right in the heart of the church. A church just like the one you are in right now.
 When Paul wrote to the Romans, he wasn't writing to the whole world, he was writing to the churches in Rome. The church in the capital city wasn’t one congregation, but many house churches meeting in people's homes. This is long before Christians built church buildings.
 From among the 40 or 50 thousand Jews living in Rome at the time, many had turned to Christ. Entire synagogues turned to Christ.

 Besides some of the Jews there, many Gentiles turned to Christ. Rome was filled with people from all over the world. The church was as diverse as the city.
 The result was that some house churches were mainly Gentile Christians, and some mainly Jewish Christians.
 The various churches of Rome needed to live in harmony with one another. Otherwise they would end up like we are today, with one church for Ukrainians, another for Nigerians, and yet another for Filipinos. Is that really what God intended?
 In a small town in Manitoba, there are two Baptist Churches. They are side by side, literally a few yards from each other. One is the German Baptist Church, and the other is the Czech Baptist Church. But they’re both Baptist churches. Oh, and by the way, they get along fine. But the original ethnic division is obvious.

 When Paul writes to these various ethnic churches scattered around the city of Rome, he tries to be practical. He says, "If it be possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all."
 It’s a no-brainer to know that we should live in harmony. 

 We also need to know why we should get along. 

 Above all, we need to know who binds us together.
 Our real unity is found in only one way: through Jesus Christ, as Lord of us all.
 Jesus Christ is the Saviour of Jews, of Gentiles, of people in Manitoba, New Brunswick, Vietnam, Norway, and Argentina. He is the one Lord of Baptists, Anglicans, Roman Catholics, Pentecostals, and Lutherans.  
 Faith is not confined to Israel alone.  Faith is not confined to one nation or group or race. Faith can be found everywhere people look to the Lord.

 One church in Prince Albert has a sign out front that says “All Nations.” It’s another Baptist church, but that’s beside the point. The sign out front is right: churches are for all nations.
 There is only one Lord of lords and King of kings, one Lord of all the nations. It is Jesus Christ.
 And in Jesus Christ, we are gathered in to one humanity.

 As Paul says to the Roman churches at 10, “There is no distinction between Jew and Greek, the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call upon him.”
 Then Paul quotes the prophet Joel: “All who call on the name of the Lord will be saved.” 
 How would we say the same thing today? Here’s The Message paraphrase:
 “It’s exactly the same no matter what a person’s religious background may be: the same God for all of us, acting the same incredibly generous way to everyone who calls out for help. Everyone who calls out ‘Help, God!’ gets help.”
 So what about today? Our personal and community efforts at Christian unity really do matter. A week of prayer for Christian unity is a great thing. But we need a powerful reason to live in unity and harmony. Here is that reason: Jesus Christ is the one Lord of us all.

