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“A Certain Faith for Uncertain Times”

“God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ
our Lord.”

“They say that these are not the best of times, but they’re the only times I’ve ever
known.” – Billy Joel

While it is true that “for everything there is a season, and a time for every matter
under heaven” (Ecclesiastes 3:1), it is also true that we cannot choose the seasons in
which we live.  We do not get to choose the times in which we live; but we do get to
choose how we live in these times.  Do we choose to respond with hope, or give in
to despair?  Does faith guide our days no matter if they are “a time to plant, and a
time to pluck up what is planted … a time to mourn, and a time to dance … a time to
seek, and a time to lose,” or do we fall victim to the fear that only the perfect love
that God provides can cast out?  Do we choose to be faithful to Christ’s command to
“love one another as I have loved you,” or do we allow ourselves to be overcome by
hatred that cannot exist in the presence of the love of God; for “those who say, ‘I love
God,’ and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars” (1 John 4:20).

We do not get to choose the times in which we live, but we do get to choose how we
live in these times.

St. Paul did not choose the times in which he lived; in fact, he did not even choose
his vocation as an apostle of Jesus Christ.  Paul was chosen when he was struck blind
on the road to Damascus and called by Christ “get up and enter the city, and you will
be told what you are to do” (Acts 9:6); once in Damascus, Paul will learn that Christ
has called him to be “an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before
Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel; I myself will show him how much
he must suffer for the sake of my name.” Acts 9:15-16).  Christ’s word would come
true as Paul lived out this calling; the sufferings he endured were not of his own
choosing but were indicative of the times in which he lived in which the Gospel of
Jesus Christ was often met with hostility which was often directed at the one who
brought the message:



· “Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  Three times
I was beaten with rods.  Once I received a stoning.  Three times I was
shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in
danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger
from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea,
danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through many a
sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked.” – 2
Corinthians 11:24-27.

Paul did not choose the path of apostleship with all of its attendant challenges and
sufferings; but he did choose to be faithful to this calling and to continue to proclaim
the Gospel of Jesus Christ even in the most challenging of circumstances.  This may
have been the approach he took as he sat down to write what we call the First Letter
to the Corinthians, one of the most important books of the New Testament.  While
this is the first letter to the church at Corinth that we have in the Bible, Paul refers to
a previous letter (“I wrote to you in my letter …” – 5:9), a letter containing
instructions which the Corinthians apparently misunderstood.  This letter is written
in response to reports Paul has received from a delegation that has brought distressing
news about the situation in this young church:

· “The delegation brings word – a letter full of questions and unresolved issues,
and the letter carries some distressing news.  The church is fighting.  The
factions are visible.  Some are in danger of going back to their former lives to
serve their former gods and to resume life as they once knew it.  Others are
lording their so-called knowledge over those whom they deem weaker in the
faith.  Class divisions are visible – even at the Lord’s Table.” – Carla Works.

Paul did not choose to be in this situation, but he knew that the choices he made in
responding to this news would have important consequences in Corinth as well as in
all of the churches who were struggling with similar issues in the first century.  Paul
knew that his call to be an apostle was not to assert his own authority or to promote
his own agenda but to serve as “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God” (1
Corinthians 1:1).

Paul’s letter follows the typical style of letters of his time.  He begins by identifying
himself as the author and includes “our brother Sosthenes” as his companion in
ministry.  He then identifies his intended audience, in this case “the church of God
that is in Corinth, to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints,
together with all those who in every place call on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ,



both their Lord and ours” (1:2).  He then radically reshapes the standard letter
greeting (“grace and peace be unto you”) into what amounts to a blessing or
benediction: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus
Christ” (1:3).  All of Paul’s authentic letters have this identical formula because it is
so foundational to the Christian life.  For Paul, God’s grace not only makes possible
the beginning of faith but also sustains the believers throughout their lives.  Grace “is
the indispensable ground of the life of faith from its beginning to its end.” (J. Paul
Sampley).  Likewise, peace describes the believers’ new relationship to God
(“Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our
Lord Jesus Christ …” – Romans 5:1).  This “peace” in Christ Jesus is radically
different from any peace that the world can offer; in his Farewell Discourse, Jesus
blesses his disciples with the blessing of the “peace I leave with you; my peace I give
to you.  I do not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled,
and do not let them be afraid” (John 14:27).  These blessings of grace and peace
come from the one who is designated “Lord,” the one to whom believers belong, who
governs their live and assures their protection.

· “All of life in Christ, at every point, depends on God’s freely bestowed favour
and is marked by God’s favourable disposition toward believers.  Grace is in
the call that has already inaugurated our life in Christ; grace is the power of
God to support and sustain us in the midst of a broken world; and grace is the
assurance that, as Paul puts it, ‘God is for us’ (Romans 8:31-39), even in times
of loss and death (1 Corinthians 15:57).” – Sampley.

Most of Paul’s letters (with the notable exception of Galatians) include a
thanksgiving to God; at the beginning of this letter, Paul gives “thanks to my God
always for you because of the grace of God that has been given you in Christ Jesus”
(1:4).  This thanksgiving – which is addressed to God for God’s work and God’s
grace among the Corinthians that is present even in these most challenging times –
lays out the scope of the Christian life, from the inception of God’s grace to the “day
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1:8).  Within this framework, Paul celebrates the way the
Corinthian believers have been enriched and amply supplied with charismata,
“spiritual gifts” that Paul will address in detail later in the letter (“Now there are
varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but the same
Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of
them in everyone.” – 12:4-6).  A clue to the letter’s content here is that while the
Corinthian believers do not lack spiritual gifts, they do not know how to employ them
in service for the community in love.  Instead, they ironically create status-oriented
cliques based on what was in the first place imply a gift to them (“What do you have



that you did not receive?  And if you received it, why do you boast as if it were not
a gift?” – 4:7).

· “Paul reminds them that whatever knowledge they have or whatever abilities
that they possess have been given to them by God.  God has even given them
spiritual gifts to use for the edification of God’s church – a church that awaits
God’s revelation of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Paul grounds the whole letter in the
work of God among them, and this God is faithful.  God is the one who has
called them together in this fellowship, and God will see them through.” –
Carla Works.

From being called and confirmed in their faith, Paul looks forward to the goal towards
which God’s grace is moving them: “the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1:7)
at the end of time.  What God has begun, God will surely bring to completion, as he
wrote in his letter to the Philippians: “I am confident of this, that the one who began
a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.”
(Philippians 1:6).  This guarantee is grounded in the sure and certain confidence that
“God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ
our Lord.” (1:9).  The assurance of the faithfulness of God is a message that Paul
knew from the Hebrew Scriptures and is also repeated throughout the New
Testament:

· “Know therefore that the LORD your God is God, the faithful God who
maintains covenant loyalty with those who love him and keep his
commandments, to a thousand generations.” – Deuteronomy 7:9.

· “I will sing of your steadfast love, O LORD, forever; with my mouth I will
proclaim your faithfulness to all generations.  I declare that your steadfast love
is established for ever, your faithfulness is as firm as the heavens.” – Psalm
89:1-2.

· “Thus says the LORD, the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One, to one deeply
despised, abhorred by the nations, the slave of rulers, ‘Kings shall see and
stand up, princes, and they shall prostrate themselves, because of the LORD,
who is faithful, the Holy one of Israel, who has chosen you.’” – Isaiah 49:7.

The assurance of God’s faithfulness, that “nothing can separate us from the love of
God in Christ Jesus our Lord,” (Romans 8:39) is the foundation for both Paul as he
addresses the difficult issues of which he has been informed and the Corinthian



Christians as they seek to be faithful to God’s call in the times in which they live. 
Life for these believers was very arduous: “most of them were poor, some were
slaves, all had been victimized by the brutality of the evil society of the city; yet the
Christian good news had given them a new vision and outlook toward the future.”
(William Orr and John Arthur Walther).  They faced numerous challenges that
threatened the health of their congregations and the future of the Christian mission
in their city.  They were not the “best of time” by any stretch, yet they could live in
the assurance that God was with them and that God’s faithfulness would give them
the strength to overcome whatever obstacles stood in their way in the comfort of
God’s holy and certain hope and the blessed assurance that nothing could separate
them from the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord.

· “As we await the revelation of God’s Son during this Advent, we would do
well to look for God’s work among us and to be reminded of the gifts that God
has given us to strengthen the body rather than to tear it down.  Like Corinth,
we are called to be a church that remembers Christ’s death until he comes. 
With this season of Advent, we proclaim with Paul, ‘Maranatha,’ our Lord,
come!” – Carla Works.

These may not be “the best of times,” but they are the times in which we live and the
times in which we are called to be the church that continues to shine the light of
Christ amid the present darkness that is engulfing our world.  We live in a time of
great uncertainty, a time when we are all experiencing grief and loss of everything
from the ability to gather with our families at Christmas to the death of loved ones
from the virus.  Our world has been transformed in unimaginable ways, and none of
us knows what the world will look like when the pandemic has run its course.  We did
not choose to live in these times; but we can choose how we will live during these
days, how we will share God’s love, how we will let the light of Christ shine before
others.  We can choose every day to trust in the Lord, to know with certainty that God
is faithful and will abide with us always.  As we approach our celebration of the
Christ child in that little town of Bethlehem, where “in thy dark streets shineth the
everlasting light,” we also know that even though this year’s celebration of Christmas
will be vastly different from any we have ever experienced, the central message
remains the same: “To you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the
Messiah, the Lord.” (Luke 2:11).

· “’To you is born a Saviour.’  Is it not a great and marvelous thing that an angel
should come from heaven with such good news?  Is it not a wonder that
afterwards so many thousands of angels are filled with overflowing joy, which



makes them desire that we should also be glad, and should receive such grace
with thankful hearts?  And therefore we should write this little word (with
flaming letters) in our hearts: ‘To you!’ and should joyfully welcome the birth
of this Saviour.” – Martin Luther, Sermon for Christmas Day, 1544.

“They say that these are not the best of times” – but they are the times in which we
lives, the times in which we are called to share the good news that comes to us at
Christmas, the good news that gives us strength and hope, the good news that is our
source of confidence and encouragement: “God is faithful.”  We cannot choose the
times in which we live, but we can choose to rest on the sure and certain foundation,
the solid rock that that will “help me, as you have taught, to love both great and
small, and, by your Spirit’s might, to live at peace with all.” (ELW Hymn 806).

Amen.


