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Ephesians 4:1-7, 11-15                                    Ruskin Falls, October 7, 2018
 Belhar.                                                                                    Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

                                                       20th Sunday after Pentecost
TEXT (English translation: NRSV) 

I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the
calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with
patience, bearing with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the
unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  There is one body and one Spirit, just as
you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism,
one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.  But each
of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ's gift.

The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets,
some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of
ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the
faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the
full stature of Christ. We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown
about by every wind of doctrine, by people's trickery, by their craftiness in
deceitful scheming. But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way
into him who is the head, into Christ.

(1)
When the apostle Paul called himself a prisoner, he meant it literally. On many an occasion,
Paul’s proclamation of the lordship of Jesus Christ put him at cross purposes with legal
authorities. They considered it foolishly dangerous to let anyone run around encouraging
people to take up the cause of Jesus. After all, Jesus had been crucified by the Roman empire
as a trouble-making rabble-rouser who had called people to give their first allegiance not to any
worldly empire or ruler, but to the new world order that Jesus called God’s coming kingdom.
Jesus had been executed as a criminal enemy of the peace and law and order that reigned
through Rome. Moreover, they thought, surely his death on a cross had revealed Jesus to be a
foolish fraud. So, when Paul went to preaching Jesus, it frequently landed him in jail as a
menace to the reigning order of things. Still, even though Paul himself eventually was executed
for his preaching, he proclaimed the lordship of Jesus Christ to the end, and he died expecting
the church to carry on with that proclamation.

It was clear to Paul that the church is how and where the lordship of Jesus Christ announces
itself in the world, wins people’s allegiance, and turns them into servants of God’s kingdom that
is coming. It also was clear to Paul that the church – a weak and tiny ragtag band of Jesus
people – is not a material match for the powers and principalities of the present world. What the
church has going for it is not power in the ordinary sense of social and political clout, but only
this: the power of the truth of the gospel of Jesus. And Paul’s task, our task as Christ’s church,
is to speak gospel truth to the powers and principalities of this world, and to let that truth give
shape to the new world order that God in Christ is calling into being.

If, though, what the church has going for it is just the truth that it proclaims and not the kind of
social and political clout that worldly institutions so readily throw around, then it is crucial, it is
imperative, that we, in sharing that truth, make every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in
the bond of peace, knowing that there is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the
one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is
above all and through all and in all. 
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The church is how and where the truth that Christ came bringing shapes lives in keeping with
the future that God intends. The church is how and where the gospel truth makes us one in
Christ. It therefore belongs to our calling to build up the body of Christ, until all of us come to
the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the
full stature of Christ. And, Paul admonishes us, because that is our calling as Christians, we
always must aim at humbly, gently, patiently, lovingly, and peacefully taking seriously and
serving the unity of the church.

(2)
What, though, are we to do, when we are convinced that what we see and hear happening in
the church is not true knowledge but falsehood, not sound faith but heresy, and not mature
discipleship but refusal to grow into Christ? How do we serve the unity of the church when we’re
convinced of that?  What are we to do when we believe that persons and groups in the church
are misrepresenting, twisting, distorting, and falsifying the gospel of Jesus? How do we serve
the unity of the church when we believe that? What are we to do when we believe the church is
being manipulated into serving purposes and ends that are alien to the gospel of Jesus? How
do we serve the unity of the church when we believe that?  What are we to do when we find the
church tragically distancing itself from the truth of the gospel? How do we serve the unity of the
church when that is what we find? What are we to do, when we see and hear the church being
tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by people's trickery, by their
craftiness in deceitful scheming? How, when that happens, do we serve the unity of the church?

I believe the church today has become unduly influenced and even overrun by prosperity
gospel preaching that’s caught up in serving not God but Mammon. What should I do?  I
believe the church today has become unduly influenced and even overrun by preaching that
serves not the word of God revealed in Jesus Christ, but, rather, the interests and ideologies of
various political parties, social causes, cultural fads, and traditions that go their way apart from
and with neither eye nor ear for the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ. What should I do?  I
believe the church today has become unduly influenced and even overrun by a theology
jubilantly insistent that Jesus came giving tips on how to feel good about ourselves and be
successful, but that is strangely oblivious to the admonishments that Jesus actually did give
regarding our need for radical and repentant change, and our need to learn sacrifice and
suffering for the sake of the gospel. What should I do?  What are we to do when we believe the
church is being duped into serving the aims of worldly powers and principalities ahead of
serving the truth of the gospel of Jesus? How do we serve the unity of the church, when, for the
sake of the truth of the gospel, we find ourselves driven to reject, denounce, and challenge
false teachings, knowing that, in doing that, we are stepping out into a sea of antagonism and
vitriolic accusations that may do more to fan division in the church than to serve church unity? 

(3)
I want now to direct your attention to one response of one particular body of Christians to such
questions as these. The response I have in mind is known as the Confession of Belhar. It is an
affirmation of Christian faith that came about some thirty years ago in a place called Belhar, just
outside of Cape Town, South Africa – a time and place brutally governed by apartheid. 

Apartheid is legalized racism. Whites in South Africa established and enforced, as the law of
the land, the strict separation of Whites and Blacks. And this was not even in theory a separate
but equal arrangement. Apartheid was intentionally designed to keep social, political, and
economic power in the hands of the White population, and to legally deny to the Black
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population any genuine possibility of self-determination, even to the point of disenfranchising
Blacks, robbing them of citizenship, taking their lands from them, and, with coercive force,
relegating them to life on the bitter margins of society, life that slides steeply off into poverty
and destitution. Apartheid amounted to legalized oppression of Blacks by Whites.

Apartheid ruled also in the church. Christians separated from Christians on the basis of race.
White congregations and denominations strictly separated themselves from non-Whites, even
to the point of declaring apartheid to be God’s will, claiming it to have biblical warrant, and
making race a prerequisite for church membership and the sharing of the Lord’s Supper.
Precisely in that historical situation, the non-White Dutch Reformed Mission Church of South
Africa, a denomination whose members were the oppressed victims of apartheid, the
oppressed victims of White society, adopted what came to be called the Confession of Belhar. 
Belhar clearly declares the practice of apartheid to be a sin and the church’s endorsement of it
to be a heresy, a false teaching, a demonic lie that, for the sake of the truth of the gospel, must
be rejected, denounced, and challenged as deliberately and persistently running counter to the
essence of the church of Jesus Christ. The church cannot be the church of Jesus Christ, Belhar
declares, while teaching apartheid and making race a condition of belonging. 

What is especially amazing about Belhar is that, even as it makes that scathing declaration, it
does so in a way that makes it a profoundly remarkable, beautiful, and exemplary exercise in
what the letter to the Ephesians calls speaking the truth in love. It soundly denounces apartheid
as antithetical to the truth of the gospel; yet it does this without losing touch with Christ-
commanded love for the perpetrators of apartheid.  

Remember: Belhar originated among the victims of apartheid. It originated among those who
had suffered enormously under the White church’s support for apartheid. And Belhar roundly
condemns the church’s practice and teaching of apartheid. Still, while, in writing Belhar, the
non-White churches clearly identified the White church’s support of apartheid as evil, they did
not identify, they in no way identified, indeed they explicitly refused to identify members of the
White churches as their enemies.  Instead, they identified them graciously and consistently as
their sisters and brothers in Jesus Christ.  

(4)
We used an excerpt from the Confession of Belhar for our affirmation of faith here this morning.
I encourage everyone to read it sometime in its entirety – and we can make copies of it
available to you through our church office.  For now, I want to close by reading to you some
excerpts from the letter that was written to accompany that confession:

[W]e make this confession not as a contribution to a theological debate nor as a
new summary of our beliefs, but as a cry from the heart, as something we are
obliged to do for the sake of the gospel in view of the times in which we stand.
Along with many, we confess our guilt, in that we have not always witnessed
clearly enough in our situation and so are jointly responsible for the way in which
those things which were experienced as sin and confessed to be sin have grown
in time to seem self-evidently right and to be ideologies foreign to the Scriptures.

An act of confession may only be made by the Church for the sake of its purity
and credibility and that of its message. As solemnly as we are able, we hereby
declare before men that our only motive lies in our fear that the truth and power
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of the gospel itself is threatened in this situation. We do not wish to serve any
group interests, advance the cause of any factions, promote any theologies, or
achieve any ulterior purposes. Yet, having said this, we know that our deepest
intentions may only be judged at their true value by him before whom all is
revealed. We do not make this confession from his throne and from on high, but
before his throne and before men. We plead, therefore, that this confession
would not be misused by anyone with ulterior motives and also that it should not
be resisted to serve such motives. Our earnest desire is to lay no false stumbling
blocks in the way, but to point to the true stumbling block, Jesus Christ the rock.

This confession is not aimed at specific people or groups of people or a church
or churches. We proclaim it against a false doctrine, against an ideological
distortion which threatens the gospel itself in our church and our country. Our
heartfelt longing is that no one will identify himself with this objectionable doctrine
and that all who have been wholly or partially blinded by it will turn themselves
away from it. We are deeply aware of the deceiving nature of such a false
doctrine and know that many who have been conditioned by it have to a greater
or lesser extent learnt to take a half-truth for the whole. For this reason we do not
doubt the Christian faith of many such people, their sincerity, honor, integrity,
and good intentions and their in many ways estimable practice and conduct.
However, it is precisely because we know the power of deception that we know
we are not liberated by the seriousness, sincerity, or intensity of our certainties,
but only by the truth in the Son. Our church and our land have an intense need
of such liberation. Therefore it is that we speak pleadingly rather than accusingly.
We plead for reconciliation, that true reconciliation which follows on conversion
and change of attitudes and structures. 

Our prayer is that this act of confession will not place false stumbling blocks in
the way and thereby cause and foster false divisions, but rather that it will be
reconciling and uniting.

(5)
As it was put in another letter, the New Testament letter to the Ephesians:  We must no longer
be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by people's trickery,
by their craftiness in deceitful scheming. But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in
every way into him who is the head, into Christ.

May we so grow, you and I, into Christ, and into the truth of the gospel he came bringing, and
into his justice, and into his love.  Amen.


