
3RD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST, June 25, 2017 
Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, Honolulu, HI 

THE LESSONS (Proper 13) 
Jeremiah 20:7-13 
Psalm 69:7-10 (11-15), 16-18 
Romans 6:1b-11 
Matthew 10:24-39 

THE SERMON: “Words, Words… Nothing But Hot Air!” 

Grace and Peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Introduction 
When the Swiss Reformed theologian, Karl Barth, visited the United States in the 1950s, he 
criticized modern theology when he said, “The Word became flesh – and then through 
theologians it became words again.” Along the same line, Clarence Jordan, the author of the 
New Testament translation, “Cotton Patch”, was visiting a church and getting the “red carpet” 
treatment as the pastor showed him the fancy, expensive hardwood pews and all the luxurious 
decorations in the sanctuary. As they stepped outdoors, the pastor pointed to the cross on the 
steeple and proudly proclaimed, “That cross alone cost us ten thousand dollars;” at which, 
Jordan flatly stated, “You got cheated. Times were when Christians got (the Cross) for free.” In 
the same vein, the 19th Century existential Danish theologian, Soren Kierkagaard, wrote in his 
essay titled, “And I looked around and nobody was laughing,” he wrote, "I went into church and 
sat on a velvet pew. I watched as the sun came shining through the stained glass windows. 
Then, the minister dressed in a velvet robe opened the golden gilded Bible, marked it with a 
silk bookmark and said, ‘If any man will be my disciple, said Jesus, let him deny himself, take 
up his cross, sell what he has, give it to the poor, and follow me.’" Kiekegaard wondered why 
no one was laughing. The pastor was reading about taking up the cross and selling all he has 
and giving to the poor while he was clothed in a fancy robe in a fancy ornate church? Why 
wasn’t anyone laughing at how ludicrous it was. Indeed, it does seem that Barth’s observation 
has some truth, that the Word became flesh – and then through theologians it became words 
again.  

Psalm 69:7-10, (11-18) 
By mistake, I preached on today’s psalm so you know that it was probably written by the 
returning Exiles who were lamenting the persecution by the non-Exiles while the Exiles tried to 
rebuild the Temple and the city walls. But, as we read the psalm, it’s easy to see how the early 
Christians saw Jesus throughout the psalm, “It is for your sake that I have borne reproach… I 
have become a stranger… an alien to my mother’s children… It is zeal for your house that has 
consumed me; the insults of those who insult you have fallen on me. When I humbled my soul 
with fasting, they insulted me for doing so…” This reminds me of how the people rejected 
Jesus when he returned to Nazareth, his hometown; in fact, they were going to throw him off a 
cliff. And, verses 11-18 sound like the abuse Jesus endured in his trial: “When I made 
sackcloth my clothing, I became a byword to them. I am the subject of gossip… and the 
drunkards make songs about me… in the abundance of your steadfast love, answer me. With 
your faithful help  rescue me from sinking in the mire; let me be delivered from my enemies 
and from the deep waters…” Jesus endured all of that physical and emotional abuse and it 



almost seems that the psalmist was there. But, maybe this is God’s way to show us that what 
Jesus suffered is so much like what we suffer: Jesus knows exactly how we feel in the midst of 
all our struggles and hard times. Maybe when Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me,” he knows how we feel when it seems like God isn’t listening, like God 
doesn’t care; hear the psalm again: “But as for me, my prayer is to you, O Lord… in the 
abundance of your steadfast love, answer me… Do not let the flood sweep over me… or the 
Pit close its mouth over me. Answer me, O Lord, for your steadfast love is good; according to 
your abundant mercy, turn to me. Do not hide your face from your servant… make haste to 
answer me. Draw near to me, redeem me, set me free because of my enemies.” We know God 
answered the prayers of the Exiles because the Temple was rebuilt and the walls of Jerusalem 
were restored.  

Jeremiah 20:7-13 
But, wait a minute! When we read Jeremiah’s prophecy, it seemed like the Psalm just echoed 
the same thing. Jeremiah’s complaining about all the abuse he’s suffered but he blames God, 
“O Lord, you have enticed me… you have overpowered me, and you have prevailed.” So, 
Jeremiah complains, (because of God) “I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone 
mocks me… For I hear many whispering: ‘Terror is all around!… Let us denounce him!’ All my 
close friends are watching for me to stumble. ‘Perhaps he can be enticed, and we can prevail 
against him…’” But, why is Jeremiah being picked on? According to him, “For whenever I 
speak, I must cry out…For the word of the Lord has become for me a reproach and derision all 
day long. If I say, ‘I will not… speak any more in his name,’ then within me there is something 
like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot.” What 
Jeremiah is trying to say is that God is telling him to speak out against the corruption, the 
deception, the oppression of  the government but his friends are telling him to be quiet. But, he 
can’t. I imagine that’s the way the Teaparty people felt when they claimed the government 
wasn’t responsive to their concerns; and, now, it’s how many liberal Americans are feeling 
about the current administration. Jeremiah is speaking to that kind of unresponsiveness of 
human rulers and Jeremiah is saying the answer isn’t in the government. The answer is in 
God. But, Jeremiah is saying throughout his prophecy that God doesn’t work in a void; God 
works through people. If we want the world situation to change, we need to change. If our 
focus is on humans, we will get fallible human results; but, if our focus is on God, would the 
results be any different? Jeremiah says that there will be a difference: “But the Lord is with me 
like a dread warrior; therefore my persecutors will stumble… for they will not succeed. O Lord 
of hosts, you test the righteous, you see the heart and the mind; let me see your 
retribution… for to you I have committed my cause. Sing to the Lord… For he has delivered 
the life of the needy from the hands of evildoers.” Jeremiah claims that God hears his cries. 

Matthew 10:24-39 
Well, after hearing what Jesus demanded of his disciples in last week and today’s lessons, I 
hope God would hear our cries for help. Remember last week Jesus said, “See, I am sending 
you out like sheep into the midst of wolves… Beware of them, for they will hand you over to 
councils… and you will be dragged before governors and kings because of me… Brother will 
betray brother to death… and you will be hated by all because of my name.” And, in today’s 
lesson, it doesn’t get any better, “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I 
have not come to bring peace, but a sword.” And he repeats what he said last week, “For I 
have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother… Whoever 
loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me… and whoever does not take up the 



cross and follow me is not worthy of me.” No wonder he had only twelve disciples. That’s just 
too hard! Do you know anybody who has followed Jesus like that? I know some who have tried 
but it seemed that they became judgmental and cold and hard. Is that what Jesus is saying in 
this lesson? Or does he mean something else when he talks about us taking up our cross? 
What really happens when someone loses their life for Christ’s sake? What is it that Jesus is 
saying they will find? Maybe most of us will never know because we aren’t willing to lose our 
lives for Christ.  

Romans 6:1-11 
That’s why it’s good to read what Paul has to say to the Romans. Paul makes us realize that 
what Jesus was showing the people who were locked into religion is that religion is hard. 
Religion makes us think that we really have to work hard to be good enough for God. But, God 
said, “You don’t have to be good to have me love you; I sent my only Son to pay the price for 
sin,” and, like Clarence Jordan told the preacher, “Christians get the Cross for free.” That’s why 
Paul asks, “Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound? By no means! How can 
we who died to sin go on living in it?” If you know God loves you that much, why would you 
continue to live a life separated from God? Paul says, “For if we have been united with him in a 
death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.” In other words, 
God gives us another chance at life. So, when Paul says, “For if we have been united with him 
in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his… if we have 
died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him… The death he died, he died to sin, 
once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God…” (when Paul said that…), he’s not just 
talking about physical death, he’s extended it to spiritual life. Sin separates us from God - that’s 
spiritual death - when we die to that, then Paul says you can live without fear of guilt, of failure, 
of not being good enough. Paul is just saying what Jesus did, “I have come to give you life and 
to have it more abundantly.” Religion isn’t about being good. Our faith is about having life - not 
just a breathing existence, but a life of joy and hope and love. That’s life!  And, that life so great 
you want to tell others about it. 

The Call and the Challenge 
If you are familiar with the Alcoholic Anonymous 12-Step program, you know this is basically 
the twelfth step: “Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of the 12 steps, we try to carry 
this message to (others), and to practice these principles in all our affairs.” The Christian faith 
works if you don’t spend so much time thinking about it. The faith works if you practice it. Jesus 
simplified it down to, “Love God and love your neighbor.” We complicated it with how to love 
God by being good enough and debating who our neighbor is. Karl Barth said that God’s Word 
became flesh - God’s Word in Jesus Christ was love and forgiveness and tolerance and 
acceptance - and we made God’s Word into words again - “Thou shalt do this and thou shalt 
not do that…” In a world which is obviously in chaos and confusion, someone needs to preach 
the Word. But, how will that be? Will it be words or will it be action? God’s Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us. Will the Body of Christ ever be that same Word in this broken and 
imperfect world?…


