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Pentecost 4 ~ Series C ~ June 24, 2007

One in Christ Jesus?


The text for today is our Epistle lesson, Galatians 3:27-4:7, which has already been read.

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


“Lutherans.  You’re the ones who broke away from the Catholic Church, right?  Martin Luther and the Reformation and all that.”


Well, not quite.  Martin Luther and the Reformation, yes; but not quite all that.  Being Lutheran is hardly about breaking away from the Catholic Church.  In fact, we are the catholic Church—at least part of it.


A lot of people who don’t know us Lutherans very well do know about the Reformation, as we celebrate it every year on October 31st, the day we call Reformation Day.  But even many Lutherans don’t know much about the day we will mark again tomorrow, June 25th—a huge day in the Reformation and a day that perhaps more than any other defines what we Lutherans are.


On June 25, 1530, at great risk to their own life and property, the Lutheran theologians and princes presented their carefully written confession of faith to Emperor Charles V, a Catholic, at the Diet, or council, of Augsburg in Augsburg, Germany.  The Augsburg Confession is the document that first officially laid out what Lutherans believe and do not believe.  It spells out what it means to be Lutheran.


No question, declaring for everyone to hear and read what we believe did set us apart from the Roman Catholic Church—particularly our clear confession in Article IV that we are justified by grace through faith, we are given forgiveness of our sins and eternal life, not by anything we do but by grace, for the sake of Jesus’ death on the cross, which we receive by faith, simply by believing it.


However, the Augsburg Confession was not about breaking away from the Catholic Church or breaking up the Church at all.  In their preface to the Confession, the Lutherans wrote this: “We… are prepared to discuss… all possible ways and means by which we may come together… In this way, dissensions may be put away without offensive conflict.  This can be done honorably, with God’s help, so that we may be brought back to agreement and concord.  As your edict shows, we are all under one Christ” (AC Preface 10-11).

The Lutherans boldly and clearly state what they believe so that there could be a basis for real agreement around the truth.  They didn’t want to split the Church; they wanted to unite it—unite it in the one truth of God’s Word, unite it in the one Christ.

Obviously that hasn’t happened!  The Christian Church is fragmented, not just between Lutherans and Catholics, but among hundreds of denominations.  Yet in our text for this day, St. Paul says we Christians are all one in Christ Jesus.  

Listen again to these beautiful words, Galatians 3:26-28: “For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith.  For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.  There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

How can that be?  Anyone can tell by looking that we Christians aren’t all one.  The Handbook of Denominations, a book on American church bodies, lists at least 202 groups in the United States alone that might be called Christian.  That’s right, there’s at least 202 Christian church bodies in just America.

Now, some of them wouldn’t seem too strange to us; we could walk into a Baptist or Presbyterian or Methodist church and not feel too uncomfortable.  But I’m not sure what we’d make of the Fire-Baptized Holiness Church or the Church of God of Prophecy or the Social Brethren Church.  I don’t think they’d be quite what we’re used to.  It might be hard to think of them as one with us.

Even among Lutherans, it’s hard to think of ourselves as one.  The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (the ELCA) affirms the Augsburg Confession.  It celebrates tomorrow’s big day, just like we do.  But this summer it also celebrates ten years of full communion with the Presbyterian Church (USA), the Reformed Church in America, and the United Church of Christ, and, for the last seven years, with the Episcopal Church in the United States of America.  That is to say, ELCA members and pastors may commune and serve in any of those churches and vice versa.  Together, these churches have declared a oneness—but that’s also driven Lutheran bodies further apart.

The confessors at Augsburg were absolutely right when they wrote, “Our churches teach that the body and blood of Christ are truly present and distributed to those who eat the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 10:16).  They reject those who teach otherwise” (AC X 1-2).

Yet that contrary doctrine is exactly what these other church bodies still confess—that Christ’s body and blood are not really present in this way in Holy Communion, but only symbolized by the bread and wine.  By declaring oneness with them, then, the ELCA has actually moved further away from The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod and other Lutherans from across the world who cling to the confession.  No, Lutherans are not all one.

That’s true even within our synod, the LCMS.  Our synodical convention, which takes place every three years, will be held again three weeks from now in Houston.  There is going to be diversity!  Some of it will be the wonderful diversity between men and women, between Caucasian, Hispanic, Asian, African American, between pastors, teachers, and laypeople that we deeply desire.

Some of the diversity, too, will be differences of opinion on how best to fulfill the Great Commission to make disciples of all nations.  That’s healthy as well; nobody has all the good ideas.  

But some of the diversity will be real theological differences, and that we must address, because truth cannot be permitted to stand with error.  With that kind of diversity, how can we say we’re all one in Christ?

You know, even our guts tell us we’re not one.  Have you ever noticed?  Doesn’t something inside you tell you that you aren’t even all one with yourself?  Are you always of one mind—in your own mind?  Are you always undivided in your devotion to the Lord?  Don’t you sometimes do things you know you shouldn’t do, things you really don’t want to do?  Don’t you struggle with temptation?  Your conscience says, “No,” but your greed or your glands say, “Go!”  Or maybe your conscience says, “Do it!” but you sit back instead.  What does it mean to say we’re all one in Christ Jesus when we’re not even one with ourselves?

The reason for our internal conflict is sin.  Inside every Christian, there’s a war going on—a war between believer and unbeliever.  We’re saint and sinner at the same time.  The good we want to do, we don’t do.  The evil we don’t want to do, we do.  As long as we’re sinful, and as long as we’re Christians, the struggle won’t go away.

The reason we aren’t one with selves is that we Christians can never be one with sin.  The believer in us can never make peace with the sinner inside.  As long as there’s sin inside, we can’t be one with ourselves.  And as long as we’re on earth, there will always be sin.

In turn, the reason we’re not one with all other Christians is because the same conflict is going on inside everybody else.  When we see a fellow Christian who’s of a different denomination or synod, there’s a war going on inside him or her: sin and unbelief against faith.  Among other ways, that sin shows itself in false beliefs, false teachings, and false doctrine.  The different denominations don’t for the most part exist because of politics or personal squabbling.  They exist because of differences in doctrine.  Some doctrine is true; some is false, sinful.

When we see a dear fellow Christian of our own synod, there’s a war going on inside him or her: sin and unbelief against faith.  In him or her, too, sin may show itself in false teachings, false practice.  

Every one of these Christians we love.  But we may never allow ourselves to be one with their sin.  Christians can never be one with sin!  That’s what we’d be doing if we shared in their false teaching, if we approved them or acted as if they didn’t matter.  God expects us to study His Word and declare to the world what we believe, just as the confessors at Augsburg did.

That’s why, for example, folks—dear Christian folks, folks we love!—can’t ordinarily be permitted to commune in our churches if they’re members of a church body that holds to false doctrine, or who are in fellowship with some other church who does.  We can’t pretend we’re all one when we’re not, though it seems to the world to be the loving thing to do.  When we commune with someone, we’re telling the world we share the same doctrine.  And if it’s not true, we’re sharing the false doctrine, the sin. 

To be sure, we always pray that those who hold false teachings or practices will understand the truth and repent.  We must continue to interact with them and carry on dialogue with them so that we might have the opportunity to show them the error of their ways in the light of God’s holy Word.  How can we share the truth of the Gospel if we will have nothing to do with them?  But we cannot be one with their sin.  So long as sin remains there must be some sort of separation.

Sounds pretty gloomy, doesn’t it?  Sounds as if there’s no hope that we Christians—even we Missouri Synod Lutherans—could ever be one.  But then Paul says to us again, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (3:28).  Somehow we are one in Christ Jesus.  How?

We can never be one with sin, and we’re all sinful, but God has seen to it that all Christians are also separated from sin.  Remember the very first expression of the Gospel, way back in the Garden of Eden, spoken for Adam and Eve but actually addressed to the devil?  Remember what God said?  “I will put enmity between you [Satan] and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring” (Genesis 3:15a).  The very first expression of the Gospel was that we would be at enmity with evil—enemies of evil, not one with sin.

By sinning, we made ourselves one with sin.  But God has seen to it that it didn’t stay that way.  He’s driven a wedge between us and evil.  And the deeper that wedge, the cross, penetrates, the further we are pushed from sin.

In our Baptisms, the break was made clean.  In Baptism, St. Paul says in Romans 6, we died to sin.  All of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death.  We were buried with Him through Baptism into death in order that just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.  By Jesus’ cross, given to us personally in Holy Baptism, we are forgiven of all of our sins!

Now, then, we are one by this forgiveness we have in Christ.  “For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith.  For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ” (3:26-27).  Wherever sin is forgiven, we are one.  Wherever sin remains—as in false doctrine—separation must remain.  But where sin is forgiven, we are one.

The beauty of that is that even with Christians from whom we must remain outwardly separate, we are one, because all true Christians—all who truly believe that Jesus’ death and resurrection has saved them—are forgiven, even those many believers who hold some false doctrines.  We will not be visibly one with them because we cannot be one with their sin.  But we know that as we look at one another, inside we are one.  St. Paul writes: “You are all one in Christ Jesus” (v28).

The confessors at Augsburg knew this.  They knew they weren’t writing a document to start a new Church or for just a small segment of the Church.  They were confessing the truly catholic faith.  That’s right the catholic faith, catholic wit a small “c.”  Catholic means universal, the whole Christian Church.

The Augsburg Confession, the public declaration of what Lutherans believe, is actually the confession of all Christians, even those who at this time, in their error, deny parts of it, because the Augsburg Confession above all else is a true confession of Christ, the one in whom all believers have eternal life, the one in whom we are all one.

Yes, indeed, in Christ Jesus you are sons of God, through faith.  You have been baptized into Christ and have put on Christ.  As you join together with your Christian brothers and sisters in confessing your sin, Christ gives you His Holy Absolution through His called and ordained servant.  

Christ continues to refresh you through the salutary gift of His very body and blood given in the bread and wine of His Holy Supper.  He strengthens you through the same in faith toward Him and in fervent love toward one another.  You are all one in Christ Jesus.  For you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

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

