AFC evening communion 10.2.13

2 Cor 4: 6-7 & Eph 3:14-21

`This morning we were reminded of the transfiguration of Jesus in the presence of three of his closest disciples – and I guess most of us can sympathise with Peter’s outburst wanting to prolong that experience and build shelters for Jesus and Moses and Elijah. It’s understandable that Peter didn’t want that moment to pass.

In the Bible the mountain tops are often linked with awesome experiences of God’s glory in various ways. Moses went above the cloud line on Mount Sinai when he received the 10 commandments from God - and Elijah had that memorable clash with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, when God became evident in power and fire.

In Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, from which Anne read earlier, he brings God’s presence and glory very much down to earth, claiming that, when we reflect God’s glory, in the process we are being transformed into his likeness, with an ever increasing glory. That’s a pretty amazing claim!
Paul takes us up to the heights reminding us that, the God of creation who brought light out of darkness, has also given us his light in our hearts, so that we can know the glory of God through Jesus Christ.

But – lest we get too full of ourselves – and therefore obscure that light and glory - Paul continues – but – we have this treasure in jars of clay. Nowadays, in garden centres we could spend a great deal of money on beautiful terra-cotta plant pots, especially if there is a claim that they are frost proof (!) but that was not what Paul was referring to here. He was talking of the fragile little clay pots which would break if dropped and were the nearest thing they had to our disposable plastic mugs. Those were the sort of little mugs used on the Indian railways – they meant you had a new clean mug for the specialty sickly sweet tea, and when you had finished your drink you simply threw the pot out of the train window. For our clay pots to let the light shine out they have to have holes very skilfully broken into their walls – the sort of thing that can happen as we journey through life in faith with Christ -  yet God, in his gracious love, allows us to show his glory to the world around us through our broken clay pots.
It’s therefore not any wonder that in a later letter to the Ephesians Paul prays the prayer we read earlier – a prayer that they – and we – might be strengthened with God’s power through his holy spirit in our inner being.  We need to consider this prayer in its context. Paul’s writing in this epistle is not only with a view to the building up of individual Christians, but rather looking at the whole church. 

The inner being was common terminology in Greek parlance; in using it the Greeks meant three aspects of humanity – reason, conscience and will.  If our reason is strengthened we have the wisdom to distinguish between right and wrong, and not to be blown off-course by whims and fancies. The function of conscience also plays its part in distinguishing between right and wrong, as does will, so it’s not surprising that in Greek these characteristics are bound together. God, our creator, has blessed us with an amazing in-built computer in our brain. Paul’s prayer is that this inner being of ours may be strengthened with power through God’s spirit.
Bringing the Holy Spirit into the equation, would for some people be a cop out, an easy option – just lie back and let the spirit work! The continuation of Paul’s prayer doesn’t sound like a cop-out to me - v 18-19..that we may have power… to grasp the extent of God’s love. The Holy Spirit may give us the power, but it is still up to us to do the grasping!

We are approaching the season of Lent, a season which has traditionally been somewhat ignored by the non-conformist churches. Maybe this year we could use that season as personal motivation to spend more time in prayer and study so that we can grasp a little more of the riches of God’s glory and  - “to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.” You might be thinking of that old chorus “wide, wide as the ocean, high as the heavens above, deep, deep as the deepest sea is my Saviour’s love”  – or the modern one – God's Love is so wonderful…So high you can't get over it - So deep you can't get under it - So wide you can't get around it, Oh! Wonderful love! 

God’s love is so much beyond measure that the 40 days of Lent could only give us time to scratch the surface of all that it really is, but it could be a step along our journey of faith. We don’t need to be physically energetic or able enough to go to the mountain tops, but this exploring will require discipline (and I am preaching to myself as much as to any of you!)
This spiritual strengthening and indwelling that Paul prays for is “rooted and founded in love” The double metaphor of plants and buildings is something that was characteristic of Jeremiah when he wanted to make an emphasis; Paul, as a Pharisee, would have been well versed in Jeremiah’s writings and may well have chosen to identify with his style of illustration.

He seemed to like the picture of rooting a plant (roots reaching out for nourishment to produce a strong and healthy plant, which can produce healthy foliage, flowers and fruit to benefit and delight in so many ways)  - and foundations of a building –( I’ve been watching next door’s building – 30’ piles anchoring deep into the subsoil,  polystyrene raft isolating from contamination, concrete floated on that as a firm base, to which all the components of the building are being fixed, a strong structure, fit for purpose) In an earlier letter to the Corinthians (1Cor 3:5-13) Paul again uses the illustration of plants and buildings in reference to the building up of the church. In the context of this evening’s reading, Paul sees us as places, albeit clay pots, where Christ can dwell – and the Greek word used here for dwelling (katoikein) means a permanent residence. 
Now all this, just on a personal level, sounds truly awesome and humbling just for us – beyond our comprehension. If Paul’s concluding blessing is anything to go by - and in our teams’ training session yesterday we spoke of the importance of the blessing – Paul says – (v20-21) “now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than we can ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory  in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all ages”  He is not only praying for us, but praying for the whole church of which we are a part – and - for all generations for ever and ever. 
That sense of togetherness with the whole church in every place now, as well as thinking in terms of successive generations further indicates the enormity of God’s glory. It’s not just something that Peter, John and James witnessed on the mount of transfiguration, or that people like Moses and Elijah were privileged to know in Old Testament times, but God’s glory has been made known in dramatic and quiet ways down through the ages, and no doubt each one of here this evening could testify to some inkling of it in our own experience, even if it could not rank with the extravagance of the  experience of the transfiguration.

However, let’s remember that we have been granted the gift of God’s glory, often referred to as his grace, in our fragile pots of clay – and in our small way we are charged with the responsibility of letting that light of God shine out – and may that be so – to his honour and glory. Amen
