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Fifth Sunday after Epiphany ~ Series C ~ February 7, 2010

Excel in Building Up the Church

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


He was a visitor to our congregation.  I had only seen him a couple of times when he had brought his children to Vacation Bible School.  So his question, as he left the worship service, kind of caught me off guard: “Why do you wear that thing?”  He was pointing to my alb, this robe that I wear in the worship service.  

Fortunately, I had some time to visit with him to find out where he was coming from, and what he really wanted to know.  He came from a free Lutheran church background where the pastor wore a suit and tie for preaching.  He said that he really appreciated the sermon that day, because unlike many other churches that he had visited, he felt that he had truly heard the Word of God preached.  But he had a hard time reconciling that with the vestments that I was wearing.  He had the impression that robes and stoles were something only Roman Catholics used.  

I tried to explain that the Lutheran reformers did not get rid of everything just because the Church of Rome did it.  While there were many doctrines and practices that had obscured the message that we are justified by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone, for the sake of tender consciences, the reformers carefully retained all of the rites and customs that did not get in the way of the proclamation of the Gospel.  They wanted everyone to realize that we are part of the small “c,” catholic church, the invisible, universal church comprised of all believers of all places throughout history.  

I’m not sure that my explanation really convinced him that I don’t have a few Romanist tendencies.  Even the fact that Martin Luther wore similar vestments didn’t really impress him.  But it does bring us back to the original question: Why do pastors wear robes when conducting the service?

One good reason is this: it hides the man—it conceals who he is.  It’s meant to make him more anonymous.  All you see of him during the service is his head and his hands: his head is uncovered, so that he can clearly speak the Word of God to you.  His hands are free so that he can apply water with the Word, or to place the body and blood of our Lord into your hands and mouths.  

This manner of dress prevents the service from being about how flashy the tie or how dowdy the cut of jacket.  Or so you notice how he is going out of his way to make you feel comfortable with his casual Hawaiian print shirt.  You see… the service isn’t about the pastor’s performance or personality: this is called the Divine Service because the Lord is present here to forgive your sins.

With that in mind, we arrive at our text for this day, 1 Corinthians 14:12: “[S]ince you are eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the Church.”  That is how our epistle begins, and then St. Paul goes on at length about speaking in tongues and the interpretation of tongues in worship.  

If you’re like me, you hear this text with some discomfort, because you hear it in light of the Charismatic Movement, which swept through many church bodies, our own included, in the 1970’s.  This was a movement that insisted that the Church was not doing enough to emphasize “spiritual gifts.”  

The marquee spiritual gift for charismatic Christians was the gift of tongues, which they defined as a “secret prayer language” between you and God.  Pointing to our text, charismatics maintained Paul backed up the definition that tongues were a secret prayer language.  After all, the apostle declared that the one who prayed in a tongue prayed in the spirit, but not with the mind.  Furthermore, they maintained, this speaking in tongues had a place in worship—as long as there was someone around to interpret the secret prayer language that was being prayed.  Therefore, we should make room in worship for individuals to exercise this speaking in tongues.

Given the passionate arguments about this text by the Charismatic Movement, I think that we Lutherans tend to react to this passage by just not talking about it.  “Whatever’s goin’ on there in Corinth, we don’t want any part of it.”  Ignorance is bliss.  Don’t ask, don’t tell.

However, we need not be threatened by this reading.  Rather, let us ask two questions this morning: What does this text mean?  And what is this text really about?  First off, a note about the contemporary misunderstanding that these “tongues” are secret languages between Christians and God.  Such “ecstatic utterances” as they’re called, exist: in fact, they were very common at the time of the apostles… among all sorts of pagan religions.  Any of you who’ve watched the oracle girl in the motion picture “300” have seen a example of this. 

So the first point is simply this: if there is such a gift among those given by the Holy Spirit, by itself it certainly is not exclusive to Christianity.  In other words, one cannot say that such speaking is proof positive of the Holy Spirit.  “Tongue speaking” can also have as its source demonic powers.

But does this text at all indicate that St. Paul is speaking of “secret languages” between a believer and God?  No.  Here’s a far more Scriptural explanation.  In our text, Paul uses the same terminology to describe the Corinthians’ gift as Luke use in Acts 2.  In both passages, the term used is glossa, “tongue, language,” the common Greek term for natural human language.  

 On Pentecost, the disciples spoke in tongues to the crowd: these were clearly different, foreign languages that the people understood: “Then they were all amazed and marveled, saying to one another, ‘Look, are not all these who speak Galileans?  And how is it that we hear, each in our own language in which we were born?’” (Acts 2:7-8).  The apostles spoke in different languages by the work of the Holy Spirit—it was not by their minds and knowledge and education.  It could certainly be said, then, that they spoke with the Spirit, but not with the mind.

Furthermore, the verb rendered “to interpret” in verse 13 is used elsewhere to simply mean “to translate” from one ordinary language into another.  That Paul is using it this way is seen from its original context.  In the verses immediately following our reading for today, Paul quotes Isaiah 28:11: “‘By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I speak to this people, and even then they will not listen to Me,’ says the Lord.”  This verse can only be interpreted as a reference to foreign languages, particularly the language of Assyria.

So we have Scriptural evidence that “tongues” were often foreign, known languages. We have no definitive Scriptural evidence that they were anything else.  So what is happening in 1 Corinthians 14?  

For one thing, remember that Corinth was a big, cosmopolitan port city, where you were bound to have a lot of different people speaking different languages—different tongues.  There might be a need to interpret a preacher from a different place, so the Corinthian Christians knew what he was saying; or perhaps to interpret for the visitor from a different place, who didn’t understand the Corinthians.  If you were there, you could repeat the Lord’s Prayer with them in Greek, I suppose, and it would still be the Word of the Lord; but you wouldn’t know in your mind what you had said.  Given the context of Corinth, all of this makes very good sense.

Some might object that this doesn’t fit with St. Paul, who wrote, “I thank my God I speak with tongues more than you all; yet in the church I would rather speak five words with my understanding, that I may teach others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue.”  In response to this objection, I would remind you that as an apostle, Paul was able to do miracles.  Perhaps in his travels he was also able to speak miraculously like the apostles in Acts 2.  Now, some may think that this explanation is far-fetched: but Acts 2 provides us with the basis, whereas the charismatic idea of tongues has no firm foundation in Scripture.  

I’ve spent more time on this than I would have liked, only because it seems to be a text that requires much time to clarify.  It is certainly, however, not a text that should frighten us: it is God’s Word, after all.  Indeed, this text is much like the last time I preached: now that we’ve determined what it isn’t talking about, we can finally get to the main point of the text.  The main point of the text is not the importance of speaking in tongues.  Rather, the main point of the text is the edification of the Church.  “Since you are eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the Church.”

Whatever gifts God gives, says St. Paul, let it be for the edification of the Church.  What does it mean to edify?  It means to build up, to strengthen and to encourage.  What is the Church?  Here, the word (ecclesia) means the congregation—the people of God gathered in that place around His Word and Sacraments.  

So what is it that builds up, strengthens, and encourages the people of God?  The Gospel, of course.  The forgiveness of sins that Christ has won by His death and resurrection on our behalf, given out by our Lord in His Word and Sacraments.  Nothing else takes away sins.  Nothing else strengthens faith.  Nothing else gives eternal life.

That explains the furniture you see: pulpit and lectern are here for the proclamation of Jesus’ life-giving Word.  The baptismal font is for Holy Baptism, of course, where the Lord washes sins away and joins you to His death and resurrection.  The altar stands as the location for the Lord’s Supper, where Jesus gives you His body and blood for the forgiveness of sins.  

That explains the pastor’s robe, as we said before: it hides the man, because the man isn’t important.  The Word of Christ that he proclaims is what is important.  It gives forgiveness, salvation, and eternal life.  

That’s also why the choir sings from the balcony—to put the Word of God in your ears through music, not to distract you with a dance routine up front.  That’s why we follow the liturgy, which ceaselessly proclaims Jesus to you, both His death and resurrection and His presence with you now to save.

It’s also why so many see Lutheran worship as passive, and criticize it for the same reason.  “You Lutheran-types don’t use your gifts in worship the way you’re supposed to, at all.”  Thus in many churches, worship can almost begin to resemble a talent show as different members demonstrate what gifts they have—or think they have.  That is why they such churches try to include as many lay people as possible in leading portions of the worship service; including the reading the weekly lessons, giving their own personal testimonies, teaching children’s messages, or prancing around the chancel for a “liturgical dance.”  They want everyone to feel a part of what is happening.

But is that the purpose of worship—to demonstrate your own spiritual growth?  To give you a greater sense of ownership?  No!  Then what is the purpose of worship?  To build you up as God’s people, to instruct you in the Christian faith—and that is the work of Jesus, not you.  Here you receive the forgiveness of sins and life and salvation; then you depart to the world out there.  

And what do you do in the world out there?  That is where you use the gifts that God has given you to serve other people.  

This doesn’t mean, as we’re sometimes caricatured, that you’re unconscious throughout the service here.  Perhaps rather than passive, it’s better to say you’re responsive.  You still sing and speak and confess and pray—why?  In order to give thanks to God and proclaim that life-giving Word to one another: thus Jesus your Head uses you, His body, to care for one another here.  But He is still the Guest and Host of honor here, present to heal and forgive and save. 

Everything that happens here should keep the spotlight firmly on Christ; and we are firmly focused on Him when we are firmly focused on His Word.  To put it another way, let us say that you are sick and go to a doctor for treatment.  You tell him what is wrong, and you respond and give feedback to his treatment along the way—but he’s the one who’s doing the ministering there.  Once treated and healed, then you can get back to doing what you do.  

Likewise, you come here to be edified—healed in soul.  You tell what’s wrong: you confess your sins.  You sing and pray and confess in response to God ministering to you.  And then, once built up, you depart from here to use your gifts in your daily life.

So rejoice!  Rather than be distracted by ten thousand words we cannot understand, we gather here to hear the Word of God, for by His Word Jesus edifies us for eternal life.  And thus, while St. Paul wished to speak five words, for Jesus’ sake I offer you these eight: “You are forgiven for all of your sins.”  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

