Collect: Almighty and eternal God, by your generous love you grant to those who pray more than is desired or deserved: pour down your mercy upon us, forgiving what our conscience fears, and granting what we dare not ask; through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, world without end.

Ex 1.8-2.10 - Then a new king, to whom Joseph meant nothing, came to power in Egypt. 9 “Look,” he said to his people, “the Israelites have become far too numerous for us. 10 Come, we must deal shrewdly with them or they will become even more numerous and, if war breaks out, will join our enemies, fight against us and leave the country.”
11 So they put slave masters over them to oppress them with forced labour, and they built Pithom and Rameses as store cities for Pharaoh. 12 But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread; so the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites 13 and worked them ruthlessly. 14 They made their lives bitter with harsh labour in brick and mortar and with all kinds of work in the fields; in all their harsh labour the Egyptians worked them ruthlessly.
15 The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, whose names were Shiphrah and Puah, 16 “When you are helping the Hebrew women during childbirth on the delivery stool, if you see that the baby is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, let her live.” 17 The midwives, however, feared God and did not do what the king of Egypt had told them to do; they let the boys live. 18 Then the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and asked them, “Why have you done this? Why have you let the boys live?”
19 The midwives answered Pharaoh, “Hebrew women are not like Egyptian women; they are vigorous and give birth before the midwives arrive.”
20 So God was kind to the midwives and the people increased and became even more numerous. 21 And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families of their own.
22 Then Pharaoh gave this order to all his people: “Every Hebrew boy that is born you must throw into the Nile, but let every girl live.”
2 Now a man of the tribe of Levi married a Levite woman, 2 and she became pregnant and gave birth to a son. When she saw that he was a fine child, she hid him for three months. 3 But when she could hide him no longer, she got a papyrus basket[a] for him and coated it with tar and pitch. Then she placed the child in it and put it among the reeds along the bank of the Nile. 4 His sister stood at a distance to see what would happen to him.
5 Then Pharaoh’s daughter went down to the Nile to bathe, and her attendants were walking along the riverbank. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her female slave to get it. 6 She opened it and saw the baby. He was crying, and she felt sorry for him. “This is one of the Hebrew babies,” she said.
7 Then his sister asked Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and get one of the Hebrew women to nurse the baby for you?”
8 “Yes, go,” she answered. So the girl went and got the baby’s mother. 9 Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Take this baby and nurse him for me, and I will pay you.” So the woman took the baby and nursed him. 10 When the child grew older, she took him to Pharaoh’s daughter and he became her son. She named him Moses,[b] saying, “I drew him out of the water.”

Ro 12.1-8 - Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.
3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God has distributed to each of you. 4 For just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, 5 so in Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6 We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your[a] faith; 7 if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; 8 if it is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead,[b] do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully.

Mt 16.13-20 - When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”
“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”
Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter,[a] and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades[b] will not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be[c] bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be[d] loosed in heaven.” Then he ordered his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah.



Let us pray: Most High, glorious God, enlighten the darkness of our hearts and give us correct faith, certain hope, and perfect love, so that we may always and in all things act according to Your Holy Will. Through Christ our Lord, Amen.
<><><>
If I were to give a title to my sermon today, it would be something like: 
What… So what... Now what?
We’re about half-way through our long season of Ordinary Time in the Church’s liturgical calendar – the season in which we are invited to grapple with what the day-to-day reality of our lives of faith should look like as Jesus-followers. And in the next few weeks we get to consider some pretty crunchy aspects of what the life of faith means for us, if we’re truly going to embrace God’s Kingdom values for our own.
Let’s start with our reading from Matthew’s Gospel, and its core question: Just who is this Jesus? By this point in Matthew’s account Jesus has gained far too much buzz to be ignored. But is he a trickster, a blaspheming charlatan, a sacrilegious upstart? The Pharisees think so. 
Is he a good man, a prophet, a healer, an agent of God? His followers think so. 
And one of them is beginning to believe he is something infinitely more than that. The disciples still can’t quite pigeon-hole Jesus. And it’s a bit unnerving. For a people raised to never even utter the holy name of God, the very notion that there is something more that Jesus might be is literally unthinkable. And so they don’t think it. For the past 16 chapters of Matthew, Jesus has been bringing them along. They are slow learners, but not because they are intellectually challenged. They are slow learners because the answer to the identity of Jesus cannot be learned: it must be revealed. And so Jesus opens his line of questions to draw them out.
His initial approach is a round-about one, asking the disciples who do people say he is. They launch into a barrage of name-that-holy-man. But then Jesus cuts them off, + asks them directly who they say he is. And Peter is right there with the answer: You are  Yeshua Hamashiach – the Messiah, the anointed one, the Son of the living God. Bingo! Peter got it right the first time… not because he read it somewhere, not because he learned it… but because God’s Spirit  revealed it to him.
Jesus is telling us that we can learn about faith. We can make ourselves open to faith - but we cannot learn faith, we cannot acquire it: it is a gift from God. It is integral to the grace we receive when we take on Jesus at baptism. Our faith can grow or it can wither. It can be a robust virtue or a neglected relic. God has done his part + stands ever ready to do more. Everything we want from this life… everything we hope for in the next… begins with faith. It is the entry point to the trinity of virtues… faith, hope + charity. It makes the others possible. It is a beautiful gift to exercise, to nurture + to grow… until we can give it back to God at the end of time. 
Peter’s embrace of God’s revelation creates the means by which church is possible. Christ laid the foundation, but it is our response to that foundation being laid that builds + gives shape + form to the Church. Peter took the lead in proclaiming Christ, + Jesus replied by giving him leadership in building the Church. As for what we mean by the word church, it is used only twice in the gospels, + neither – no offence to our meeting after the service to consider the challenge that lies before us in respect of our buildings – neither of those times was in an institutional or architectural context. “Church” refers simply to those who are called by Christ + who respond to His call. 
Anyway, back to our conversation between Jesus + Peter: In response to Peter’s correct answer, Jesus tells him to go to the head of the class. Christ confers on Peter the leadership of those who respond to Christ’s call to follow. It is, in effect, his ordination. He is to be a keeper + minister of the revealed truth. He is to be an “apostle” …which simply means one who is sent … to bring the word to the people; a channel of God’s grace; a servant of the servants of God. And Jesus’ words to him? “You are blessed… because no person taught you that. My Father in heaven showed you who I am.” 
And so it is with all of us. Only God’s grace will lead us home. No biblical scholar ever learned his way into heaven. No orator ever preached a soul to salvation. It is solely the grace of God through the moving of the Spirit of God that illuminates + attracts us to God. We are at best, like Peter, flawed vessels of the Word. And that’s OK. Peter made himself open. He worked at it – and yes, he needed working at! He stayed close to Christ. He followed Jesus even when he didn’t know where that would lead. God’s grace did the rest. As Peter’s story tells us, slow learners can become quick saints.
But this also leads us toward a couple of further questions to be asked that stem from that critical question: “Who do you say that I am?” The first is to ask if you are indeed putting your hope + trust in Jesus Christ as your Lord + Saviour? After all, if He is who He says He is, it demands our response.  Only you can say, one way or the other.  But make no mistake about it: nailing your colours to the mast + professing your faith in our Lord Jesus is of upmost importance.  As Paul told the believers in Rome, “…that if you will confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord
+ believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” I truly hope that each of you today can respond with a resounding and heart-felt ‘yes’ to that question – to own Christ for your own, + to embrace the hope + the unconditional love He offers us all. 
But this, in turn, leads to a further unspoken question:  Who do others say that you are?
It’s easy to say that Jesus is Lord, but that doesn’t mean much if others cannot see Him at work in your life. As the question goes, “If you were on trial for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?” Does the way you think + act reflect clearly the values of the Kingdom of Heaven?
With that in mind, let’s turn now to our reading from Paul’s letter to the Church in Rome. When Paul was writing his letter, what we now call Christianity was only a few years old at the time, + he was crafting a structure within which the church would operate, so for the better part of 11 chapters in Romans, Paul creates a theology; a sort of “standard operating procedure.” But now in the 12th chapter, Paul changes gears abruptly. He seems to be answering the question “So, how does all this theology stuff affect our lives?” Paul uses the rest of the Letter of Romans – but specifically the eight verses that we read this morning – to answer that critical question: “If Jesus died for sinful people, how then shall we live our lives?” It’s a question that still stands today: If Jesus died for me, how should I then live?
First, Paul says, “present your bodies as a living sacrifice; holy and acceptable to God.” Now, that’s a strange phrase for us who live in the 21st century, but for people of the 1st century, it was astounding. You see, for centuries, faithful Jews had pleased God through the sacrificing of animals. If God was angry, kill a cow! If you wanted to atone for some sins in your life, pitch a dead lamb up on the altar. Paul is now saying Enough of the Killing! God doesn’t want dead animals; God wants alive people! Vibrant, joyful people, living out their faith + living their lives as the best version of themselves in every corner of this world.
However, if we’re honest, Christians are still pretty good at sacrificing. We don’t slaughter a lamb when we feel remorse over our sin; we punish ourselves with guilt + shame. Even when we believe that God has forgiven us, we often refuse to forgive ourselves. And we punish others for their sins, too. We judge them, we criticize them + we condemn them. 
But in his very next breath, Paul says that God doesn’t want the process to end there; forgiveness is just the beginning, as the Christian life is a journey in which we take thousands of baby steps to become more + more like Jesus. In other words, it doesn’t happen all at once; it happens over a lifetime. So these are Paul’s words:
“Do not be conformed by this world, but be transformed by God.”
Paul’s word-choice is interesting, I think. The word “conform” means to rearrange the shape, or colour, or form of something. It’s cosmetic; it’s temporary. Paul says “don’t be conformed by this world, but be transformed by God.” The word “transform” means to change from the inside. 
Paul’s assessment was exactly right: we spend too much time + energy rearranging our lives in order to fit into the expectations of our culture + society, + we spend precious little of our time + energy allowing God to change us at the core.
Finally, Paul talks of the Church as a body, + that every person in that body has a unique part to play. In our culture + society, we give more status to some roles than others, when in fact what is needed is a mind-set of team-working where all are respected + none are elevated above others. There is no pecking order in the Kingdom of God; all are equal, all are valued, all are necessary.
But Paul’s concept of the Church being a body has another feature to it, and it is this: We all have a function in the body, and if someone doesn’t perform their function to the best of their ability – or if the person doesn’t perform their function at all – then the entire body becomes less than what it could have been. If Dorothy decides to only play the piano with her left hand, something is noticeably missing. If a number of people decide that they’re not going to share their offering any longer, the body is handicapped.
After our service finishes today, we’ll share lunch together and have a discussion about the challenges we face in respect of our church buildings. However, in the midst of that challenge, I invite you to recognise the wonderful opportunity it gives us to think about what we could do differently with our buildings + what a difference to our ministry + outreach + contribution in this community around us if we did, as an expression of the value we place in our identity as members of Christ’s body, knowing His hope, grace + life in our lives + wanting others to know it too. Amen.
