Sermon for the Fourth Sunday in Lent

Also Called Mothering Sunday
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

Nevertheless what saith the scripture? Cast out the bondwoman and her son:  for the son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the freewoman.  So then, brethren, we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.
SERMON:

Today is known in England in our church year as “Mothering Sunday”.  It was originally an occasion for people to attend their “mother churches” and to return home.  On this Sunday, roses may be displayed on the altar, and the Priest’s vestments may be in “rose.”  On this Sunday, when we have a temporary relaxation of the disciplines of Lent, St. Paul in his Epistle to the Galatians takes up the question of whether it is better to be under the strict law of the Old Testament, or the mercy promised in the new.
To make this point, St. Paul illustrates his point by defining the choice in an allegory – whether it is better to be under the rule of law – which rules the flesh, or the promise of God, which rules the spirit and soul.

“Tell me, ye that desire to be under the law, do ye not hear the law?”,
 Paul begins.  Have you read and understood what the law says, he asks?  Do you really understand what it is you are asking?

It is clear that Paul was arguing with some in the church at Galatia who had been arguing to return to a more rigid adherence to the legalistic system of the Old Testament to define and govern their relationship with God, despite Paul’s teaching them that they no longer were bound by the older precepts.

“But now, after that ye have known God, or rather are known of God, how turn ye again to the weak and beggarly elements, whereunto ye desire again to be in bondage?”
 
Saint Paul seems almost incredulous that the Galatians had so misunderstood his teachings as to fall back into the older system.  In order to make his point, he draws the allegory of the two children of Abraham, one born of a young bondmaid, Hagar, the other of his wife, Sarah, who had been believed to be barren by reason of her age.

Abraham’s son Ishmael, born to Hagar, was born to the flesh, and therefore was under the older covenant, Paul states.  But Isaac was born to Sarah and Abraham, but only through the divine intervention of God’s fulfilling His promise that Sarah would bear a son.  There was an inherent inequality in the standing of the two children.  Ishmael’s birth was of the natural order, and came about by Abraham’s taking a slave woman to bear a child because it appeared that slave’s mistress would be unable to do so herself.  Isaac’s birth, on the other hand, was purely an act of God, enabling an infertile woman to conceive.  Therefore the birth of Isaac was the more blessed event, as it stemmed from God’s own hand and not from ordinary human impulses. 

Saint Paul states that the Galatians, and we, are like Isaac, children of the promise of God, and are therefore heirs of God, because our rebirth in Christ is as miraculous an event as was Isaac’s birth to Sarah.  Our fellow humans, who have not experienced this birth, remain merely children of nature, like Ishmael.  But just as Ishmael and Isaac competed and fought against each other, so these envious children of nature, whom Paul calls “the children of the bondwoman”, persecute the children of the promise.

“But as then he that was born after the flesh persecuted him that was born after the Spirit, even so it is now.”

And so Paul refers us again to the Scripture for guidance as to what we should do.

“Nevertheless what saith the scripture?  Cast out the bondwoman and her son:  for the son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the freewoman.”

To conclude his allegory, Paul states, “So then, brethren, we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free.”

We are the children of God, chosen by Him to serve Him.  We are His children by being born of the same promise that God made to Abraham, stemming from His grace and favor.
We are citizens not of the earthly Jerusalem, but of the promised City of God:  “But Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all,”
 Paul writes.
In Paul’s allegory, Sarah is the coming Jerusalem above – God’s promised Jerusalem, which will be our eternal home.
And so, as we consider that mother of us all, the coming Jerusalem of the Promise of God, we can take a rest this “Mothering Sunday”.

As children of the promise we can pause a moment from the introspection and solemnity of Lent to give thanks for the promise that makes our life possible.

We are not children of the bondwoman, as Paul states.  We are not in bondage under the law of the Old Covenant, but we are instead delivered from and free from that old rule of laws.

We are the children of the Second Covenant, bound to our Lord through the Gospel, because Jesus Christ earned our freedom through His sacrifice for us.  He delivered us from that bondage to the old law and gave us in its place the New Covenant, which we gather each Sunday and other Holy Days to commemorate, to celebrate, and to join in it.

Soon we will watch again as our Lord enters into the earthly Jerusalem for His last time.  Soon we will listen in horror as the acclaim of the crowd turns to accusing taunts and cries of “crucify him!”  Soon we will walk with our Lord down the Via Dolorosa as he makes His sorrowful way to Calvary, then stand beneath His cross as He suffers for us.
But for today, this Mothering Sunday, celebrate the mother church and city of Jerusalem, our home.

Let us pray:
Dear Lord, as we are distracted by the demands of our everyday lives, and too often overwhelmed by what seems the inescapable weariness and worry of the present, remind us that we have another life awaiting.  Let us never be so concerned with the issues of this world that we forget the next.  Let us always remember mother church and city – your blessed Jerusalem.  Grant that we, by the comfort of your grace, may mercifully be relieved; through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.  Amen.
Sunday, March 06, 2016
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW
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