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The Augsburg Confession:  The Son of God”


The Third Sunday after Pentecost							 June 13, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson							II Samuel 11:26-12:10, 13-14
Epistle Lesson							                Galatians 2:15-21; 3:10-14
Gospel Lesson										 Luke 7:36-8:3

Today we focus on the Third Article of the Augsburg Confession—The Son of God.  The sermon hymn was chosen because it was written by St. Ambrose in the Fourth Century AD.  In the early years of Christianity, there were a great number of arguments about who Jesus was, what he did, and what that means.  Some people said Jesus was only God.  Others said he was only human.  And there were a lot of different people claiming that their explanation was genuine Christianity.  The early church fathers argued this out on the basis of Scripture, and the testimony of the disciples.  St. Ambrose of Milan, one of the most powerful Christians in his day, wrote a lot of music to put into the hands of people coming to worship, so that they would have the true doctrine of who Jesus was, what he had done, and what it meant to people, so they could sing it and internalize it.  This is one of first hymns that he wrote.  What it is is basically the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed set to music.  You might also notice that verse 8 is a Doxology—Glory to the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  This is one of the first hymns that ever concluded with the Doxology.  This was done by Ambrose, and many people who wrote hymns afterward, to get people thinking in terms of the Trinity—Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  It’s a great example of how church music re-enforces church doctrine.  If you look at the bottom of the page you would find that this was originally written in Latin.  At the time of the Reformation it was translated into German by Martin Luther himself, so that people would have a clear understanding of who Jesus was.  

This clear understanding of who Jesus was comes from Scripture from many places.  I’m going to read one of the clearest statements of who Jesus is, this morning, from the Gospel of John, chapter one, the first eighteen verses.

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things where made through him, and without him was not anything made that was made.  In him was life, and the life was the light of men.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.  There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.  He came for testimony to bear witness to the light, that all might believe through him.  He was not the light, but came to bear witness to the light.  The true light, that enlightens every man, was coming into the world.  He was in the world, and the world was made through him; yet the world knew him not.  He came to his own home, and his own people received him not.  But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.  And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth, we have beheld his glory, the glory as of the only son from the father.  From his fullness have we all received grace upon grace.  From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.  The law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  No one has ever seen God.  The only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known. 

If you turn to page 10 in the Service Folder, there you have the Third Article of the Augsburg Confession printed out for you.  I’m not going to read the introduction; I’m just going to read the six paragraphs—the six sentences that make up the Third Article:

1. Our churches teach that the Word, that is, the Son of God (John 1:14), assumed the human nature in the womb of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  

2. So there are two natures—the divine and the human—inseparably joined in one person.  There is one Christ, true God and true man, who was born of the Virgin Mary, truly suffered, was crucified, died, and was buried.  

3. He did this to reconcile the Father to us and to be a sacrifice, not only for original guilt, but also for all actual sins of mankind (John 1:29).

4. He also descended into hell, and truly rose again on the third day.  Afterward, He ascended into heaven to sit at the right hand of the Father.  There He forever reigns and has dominion over all creatures.  

5. He sanctifies those who believe in Him, by sending the Holy Spirit into their hearts to rule, comfort, and make them alive.  He defends them against the devil and the power of sin.

6. The same Christ will openly come again to judge the living and the dead, and so forth, according to the Apostles’ Creed.

Today’s sermon is divided into four parts.  The first part is entitled, “It’s not what we think.”  The second part is entitled, “If I can’t understand it, how can I accept it?”  The third part is entitled, “It is what it is.”  And the conclusion is entitled, “A lesson from Cindy.”

First of all, “It is not what we think.”  Many of you here may remember a man named The Reverend Norman Vincent Peale.  Many of you don’t know who he is, but he was sort of the Robert Schuler of an earlier age.  He founded Guidepost Magazine; he was a Christian Reformed pastor in New York, and very popular for talking about the power of positive thinking and other things.  I’ve always enjoyed Reverend Peale’s approach to atheists.  If someone confronted Pastor Peale and said he was an atheist, Pastor Peale would then respond by saying, “Well, describe for me the God in whom you don’t believe.”  The atheist would then describe the God in whom he did not believe.  Peale would then respond, “Well, if that’s who I thought God was I wouldn’t believe in him either.”  

This teaches us three things.  First of all it teaches us that almost anybody can reach into the common “Build a God” kit and build some kind of a god.  Everybody does.  Even people who say there is no God, before they say there is no God; they build a god not to believe in.  The second thing we learn is that many people build a god that is not worthy of their allegiance.  Their concept of god is so poorly constructed that there’s no point in having confidence in him.   And then the third thing we learn is this:  In the end they have not rejected God; they have rejected their inadequate version of God.  They’ve built a counterfeit, and then they don’t believe in the counterfeit they’ve built.  

This makes as much sense as my personal approach to yogurt.  I have in my mind an idea of yogurt’s taste and texture.  I’ve never tasted it, but in my mind I have an idea of what it tastes like and what the texture is.  And it is a taste and a texture that I don’t like.  So I don’t eat yogurt.  I never have, and I never will.  So you see I’m not really rejecting yogurt.  I’m rejecting what I apparently incorrectly imagine yogurt to be.  And that’s my problem.  When it comes to yogurt, I’m a sort of a fool.  I intend to continue irrationally avoiding yogurt, because it helps me identify with a kind of thinking atheists do.

Another type of person will invent a god that she can believe in, and then she believes in him.  This god usually pretty much agrees with the person who has made him up.  This god has about two commandments and no serious moral attitudes.  This god really doesn’t want to be worshipped.  This god runs a sort of a spiritual taxi stand for the convenience of the person who has made him up.  This god asks nothing of the one who has made him up.  This approach to God is like my friend Jeff Burkhart’s approach to golf.  When we play golf Jeff Burkhart only counts his good shots.  I always keep score.  So I write down 102, to indicate the number of shots that I took.  Jeff has me write down 53, to indicate the number of good shots he took.  He does this because it makes him feel good.  It’s not golf, but it makes him feel good, and that’s good enough for me.  And unlike people who make up a god who agrees with them, because it makes them feel good, Jeff’s approach to time spent on the golf course doesn’t harm anyone.  

When it comes to describing Jesus Christ it is not what we think.  When the people wrote the Augsburg Confession, they weren’t saying, “Here’s what we think God is like.”  It’s what the witness of Scripture tells us.  That’s what we’re interested in.  Even when Jesus was walking the earth there were those who said, “He has no connection to God at all.  He is more or less nuts.”  There were others who said, “Oh, he’s connected to God, but not in the way he said but in the way I imagine he is.”  Jesus and his disciples have cleared the matter up by leaving a clear witness to who Jesus Christ is and what that means.  For two thousand years now, the followers of Jesus have been studying this witness in the pages of the Bible.  They have been defending this witness from those who would deny it or twist it to their own thinking because they have a different idea about God.  They have been stating the summary of this witness as clearly and simply as possible in language that cannot be twisted.  

This Third Article of the Augsburg Confession is a short, clear statement of what Orthodox Christianity has always taught.  To answer the question:  Who is Jesus Christ; what has he done; and what difference does it make?  Please get this straight.  This Third Article isn’t saying, “Here is what we think.”  It is saying as clearly as possible:  This is what Jesus Christ, his disciples, the New Testament, and Orthodox Christians have always taught about Jesus Christ.  This is the result of two thousand years of careful study, of field testing and of teaching.  And to tell you the truth, at this stage in my life I am beginning to lose patience with people who have read one article in Time Magazine, learned a few popular songs by the Beatles, read a few greeting card poems, read some bumper stickers, and discussed Jesus one late night over drinks.  I am losing patience with people like this telling me they have a better idea about who Jesus really is.  Because they don’t!  I repeat.  It is not what we think.  It is who Jesus Christ is and the testimony to who he is from his disciples and in Scripture, and how that has been thought about and written about for two thousand years.

Part two of the sermon:  “If I can’t understand it, how can I accept it?”  I find this to be a truly amazing statement.  “If I can’t understand it, how can I accept it?”  Do people honestly think that they can only accept things that they understand?  How many times were they bounced on their heads as children before they think that sort of thought?  Do people honestly think that they can only accept things that at least some expert understands and assures us that he understands?  I will give you six examples from ordinary life, in which we are all involved, where we daily accept and depend upon things not only we don’t understand, but nobody exactly understands.  

The first example.  You might think this is kind of silly, but I think it’s very dramatic.  Throughout your lifetime you have seen people ride horses.  Many of you have ridden horses.  Have you ever wondered why no one rides a zebra?  Have you ever wondered why you have never seen anyone riding a zebra?  I mean, for all practical purposes a horse and a zebra are the same thing—are they not?  But all sorts of people ride horses, and no one ever rides a zebra.  Do you know why?  Because zebras cannot be tamed or domesticated.  Nobody knows why.  Well, that’s a silly little example.  I find it very interesting.  See, we grow up thinking humans know just about everything, but you’d be amazed at what humans don’t know. 

Another example.  People fly in airplanes all the time.  Most of you I would guess have flown in an airplane.  But do you know that no one understands for sure why airplanes fly.  Think about that the next time you get in an airplane.  We build these things, we fly in these things, and there are theories about why they work, but not one person on the earth knows absolutely for sure why an airplane flies.

A third example.  Everybody here uses electricity.  We build power plants, we build power lines, we electrify our homes, and our businesses.  We use this energy source safely to improve our lives.  But do you realize that in reality nobody is exactly sure what electricity is or why it works.  Do you know that?  

Example number four.  People can tell you that they are convinced we are living in a time of global climate warming caused by greenhouse gasses.  I will not argue that point.  You are free to believe whatever you want to believe about it.  That’s not the issue.  But if you ask a climatologist if this warming will lead to more clouds or fewer clouds, he cannot tell you, because no one is certain what leads to the forming of clouds in the first place.  I think that would be a good question to ask someone the next time they give you a speech about global warming.  Say, “When this takes place, will there be more clouds or fewer clouds?”  They can’t tell you, because nobody knows.

Example number five.  Every day drugs developed for one use are discovered to be helpful in completely unexpected ways for reasons no one is exactly sure about.  But it works, and so they prescribe them, and people take them.  

My sixth example.  A great deal of media attention and private conversation is dedicated every day of our lives to the Stock Market.  Not one person on the face of the earth can tell you with certainty that they understand it.  

These are all things, and the list could go on and on, that we are involved in every day of our lives and nobody really understands them.  Understanding is not necessary to accepting and benefiting from a fact.  When people say, “I can’t accept what you teach about Jesus, because I can’t understand it.”  Big deal.

Part three of the sermon:  “It is what it is.”  There are five significant facts that define who Jesus is, what he has done, and why that makes a difference.  The first significant fact is the most dramatic and the least comprehensible.  Jesus Christ is truly God and he is truly human.  He is truly God and he is truly human.  This is what we recited in Catechism class.  “I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father from eternity, and also true man, born of the virgin Mary, is my Lord.”  This is what the Christian church teaches and trusts, because it is how Jesus presented himself, it is what his disciples were instructed to teach about him, and it is the testimony of the New Testament on every page of the New Testament.  How is it that one being can be both eternal God and human being?  Nobody knows.  It is like not being able to explain why zebras can’t be domesticated, or not being able to explain flight, or electricity, or how clouds form, or how the Stock Market works.  It is just a fact, which is of great benefit to mankind, like flight or electricity.  You don’t refuse to use a toaster because no one can explain electricity to you.  And Christianity doesn’t refuse to put their confidence in Jesus Christ, because they can’t explain how one being can be both eternal God and human being at the same time.  But does it make a difference?  Well, yes it does.  Some people say it would be easier to accept Jesus if he were only God.  Others say it would be easier to accept Jesus if he were only human.  

But here’s the problem.  Jesus consistently said he is both God and human for three very good reasons.  First, because he is.  He is the creator of the universe in the flesh.  Whatever that means, and however that works--that’s what he is.  Second, because as a real human being Jesus completely identifies with your human condition, and he becomes your substitute under the Law, and he becomes your substitute on the cross--paying for your sins as a human being.  An actual human being has kept God’s Law in your place.  An actual human being has suffered the judgment for your sin in your place.  If he is not actually human, then he is only pretending to be one of us, like some phony politician, pretending to be one of the people when he isn’t.  And third, because as the creator of the universe Jesus has the power to back up everything he said and everything he did, so that it counts for the whole human race.  If he is not actually God then he is like some insane person claiming to have power and authority that he doesn’t have—like all those people who used to come to town claiming that they were going to buy the Vikings when they didn’t have the power or the money to do so.  As the Pharisees correctly said, “Only God can forgive sins.”  It is important because, when Jesus says to you, “I have taken your place under the Law and on the cross and I have fully identified with your experience as a human, so I understand your situation perfectly,” he is really one of us.  When he says that to you, you can take that to the bank.  And when Jesus says to you, “Your sins are forgiven and eternal life is yours,” he is God, and he has the right and the authority to say such things.

The second significant fact is that Jesus Christ is our Savior who has done for us what we could not do for ourselves.  Christianity is not a self-help movement!  Christianity is not a self-help movement!  It is living in confidence that God has given us what we could never earn for ourselves.  It is what God gives us through what Christ did for us.  He is our Savior.

The third significant fact is that Jesus Christ physically and bodily rose from the dead.  His work on your behalf offers you physical, bodily, resurrection to eternal life. 



The fourth significant fact is that Jesus Christ, true God and true man, continues to work on your behalf by daily sending the Holy Spirit to proclaim his promises in your life.  He continues to work on your behalf by daily interceding for you at the throne of the Father, saying, “This is one person for whom I have died.  Father, forgive him.  Forgive her.”  And Jesus daily stays involved in this world and stays involved in your life for the good of his followers.

The fifth significant fact is that he will come again on the Last Day to pronounce his judgment on all people who have ever lived.  He will separate forever those who have surrendered to his gracious promises from those who have not surrendered to his promises and would rather continue in evil.  

Now, you might be sitting here this morning saying, “Well, none of this is new to me, pastor.”  If none of this is new to you, count your blessings.  Thank God for your spiritual situation.  You have been instructed well, and that’s part of what it means to be Lutheran.  Lutherans don’t have all the answers in the world, but the one answer we do have is about who is Jesus Christ, what has he done, and what does it mean to me.  And if you know that, and if none of this is new to you, count your blessings.  You have been instructed well.  Your participation in the life of the Christian church has led you on the journey from Bethlehem to Nazareth to Capernaum, to Jerusalem, to Calvary, to the empty tomb of Easter every year of your life.  You have participated in the Church Year—year after year after year.  You sit here this morning and you can say, “Pastor, I already know who Jesus is; I already know what Jesus has done for me; I already know what difference it makes in my life.”  The readings from the Gospel, the sermons, the hymns have done their work in your life.  So thank God!  Thank God that none of this is terribly new to you.  

The conclusion to the sermon:  “A lesson from Cindy.”  A pastor friend of mine tells this true story.  He once had a catechism student who was a devout and a very nice girl named Cindy.  But truth to be told, Cindy was not terribly bright.  She had a little trouble with some of the finer points of Christian Doctrine.  One day my pastor friend was going to review last week’s lesson.  He started with Cindy because he thought the questions he was about to ask were basic enough for her to answer.  It was a way of encouraging her.  So he began the review.  “Cindy, we learned last week that God is all knowing.  What do we call that?”  Cindy said, “Pastor, I don’t remember.”  He responded, “Cindy, we call that Omniscience.  We also learned that God is all powerful.  What do we call that?”  Cindy said, “Pastor, I don’t remember.”  He responded, “Cindy, we call that Omnipotent.  We also learned that God was present everywhere.  What do we call that?”  Cindy said, “Pastor, I don’t remember.”  He responded, “Cindy, we call that Omnipresent.”  Before the pastor could ask her another question Cindy said, “Pastor, don’t ask me anymore of those questions.  I don’t remember.  If it wasn’t for Jesus Christ, I wouldn’t know anything about God.”  If it wasn’t for Jesus Christ, I wouldn’t know anything about God.  When the Lutheran theologians wrote Article Three of the Augsburg Confession they were taking their stand right alongside Cindy.  They were saying to the world, “If it weren’t for Jesus Christ, we wouldn’t know anything about God.”  We are not philosophers, we are not writing down what we think, we are giving testimony to who Jesus is, and that’s where we take our stand.  As Lutherans we do not build a God to suit our thinking.  We do not reject the mysteries of God because we can’t explain them.  Our confidence is in what has been revealed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  And if it weren’t for Jesus Christ, we wouldn’t have much of anything at all to say about God.  Amen
