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May God grant you to be strengthened with might through his spirit in the



inner being, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.












Eph 3:16


Our theme today is "strength"—a seemingly straightforward topic.  There has been much discussion about who showed greater strength in all the debt ceiling debate—Obama, Boehner, Democrats, Republications—and then Congresswomen Gabby Giffords arrived on the floor and conversation shifted to a different kind of strength.  

Christianity promises us strength.  Isn't that one of its appeal—strength for living which is lasting?  Is this not what we hope for from our faith?  

Scripture is full of teaching about strength and where it comes from.  I remember loving the story of Samson as a child, because, feeling somewhat powerless as I did, here was a man who seemed to be what I wanted to be---strong, invincible. No schoolyard bullies pushing him around.  No authority figures squelching his freedom.  

Samson is described as one of the judges of Israel, those charismatic rulers who oversaw the tribes before the kingship was established. Although we read at the beginning of the account that he was set apart by God for special responsibility, as I've reread these stories as an adult, it is difficult to find much that seems admirable about him.  

He was strong, all right, in an often obnoxious way.  His physical strength led him to think that he should get his own way.  When he wanted one of the Philistine women for his wife, he ignored his parent's inquiries "wouldn't it be better if you found a nice Jewish girl?" and just bullied his way into getting his wish.  When he thought his new wife had embarrassed him, at a wedding feast, he simply dumped her.  Several years later when he decided he wanted her back, he was outraged when her father said she married another man.  Samson took revenge by setting fire to the man's fields.  Self centered to the core. 


Now his strength, physically, was legendary..  When attacked by a lion, he killed it with his bare hands.  In one of the violent border skirmishes with the Philistines, he slew 1000 of the enemy with the jawbone of an ass.  You get the feeling it was less a matter of national duty than simply doing what he wanted to do.  Like an earlier day Dominque Strauss Kahn, he was used to having whatever woman he wanted.   He lusted after a particular Philistine prostitute and while he was with her, the enemy saw a chance to get to him. Samson simply broke through the town gates and carried the huge posts and bar of the door away with him. 


Samson was an irritant to the Philistines and so when he was attracted to the Philistine woman Delilah, they saw their chance to trick him.  Sure that the strength of this ancient Arnold Schwarzenegger must be attributable to some secret—apparently they didn't know about steroids in that day---they were willing to pay Delilah to get information out of him. 


After several tries, with Samson clearly getting a kick out of this little game he was playing with her, Delilah finally wore him down and he admitted his strength was in his hair which had never been cut.  Or so it seemed.  He probably didn't think much about it.  Actually the long hair symbolized the vow that his mother made dedicating Samson to the Lord.  God's plans were being worked out even through Samson, although he didn't get that, nor did he grasp the source of his strength until the end.


Samson assumed the source of his strength was external---because he had his hair, this external prop, he figured he could handle every situation in his own strength.  Until this point it had always worked.


And for the most part that's the way we work—counting on our own strength---not necessarily physical, but intellectual perhaps, or social, or emotional---or the strength of family ties, or resources, or educational background, or business smarts, or whatever.  We figure we have the wits and wherewithal to do what needs to be done.  We work in our own strength and often it seems to carry us quite far.


But there came that time for Samson, when for the first time he couldn't count on his own strength.  Through Delilah's trickery and his foolishness, the Philistines got their man, and gouged out his eyes and bound him and took him to prison at Gaza.  And as part of their celebration they decided to have a bit of sport with their prize catch.  They brought him into a huge hall, with 3000 people having a party and made fun of him.


Now, for the first time in his life when his own strength failed, Samson turned to God, and understood that it was God's strength and not his own which had given him his power: "O Lord God," he prayed, "remember me and strengthen me, only this once."  He discovered that it was when he was in total dependence on God, when he had nothing in himself, that he was the strongest. And so, willing even to sacrifice himself, he was given God's strength again to be able to tear down the central pillars of the hall and bring 3000 of the Philistines to their deaths. 


Although that spectacular end may seem rather gory for our sensibilities, we shouldn't miss the main point---Samson's strength came not form his own power and self reliance.  His strength wasn't a possession, a commodity to be controlled; it was God's strength, working through him. 


Not an easy spiritual lesson to learn—that we are not strong in ourselves, our strength comes from God.   "Little ones to him belong…they are week…but he is strong" we confess when we sing Jesus loves me.  Paul prays that the Ephesians might be strengthened in their inner being, that Christ might dwell in their hearts, and be rooted and grounded in love.

Paul's language is striking in declaring that what gives Christians strength is God's power within them.  Paul's eloquent benediction is offered to a God, who "by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all we ask or think."

It is easy to get discouraged and feel problems overwhelm us and we are not getting far in our Christian walk---IF we think that the Christian life is a matter of our efforts to be a good Christian.  We try our darndest to get rid of our anxieties, to be more compassionate and understanding, to experience greater discipline in prayer, to have a little more patience, to forgive those who hurt us and love our enemies, to give freely and not grudgingly---but we just can't do it.  The good I would, that I cannot do, Paul says at one point---and I understand what he means. 


Sometimes the more we pray, "give me love, give me peace, give me strength," the more elusive it becomes.  It that because we are fundamentally trying to live the Christian life in our own strength, to still be in charge?  We can want God's help to come to us like stuff we buy at the supermarket—we want hope, and guidance, and wisdom, and knowledge, and peace---as if these are products we order up from God apart from an ongoing relationship with Jesus.  It is Jesus we need, Paul says---Jesus, who is not someone up there, our there that we strive to follow or please, but rather Jesus inside, who promises to work through us. 


The language of the Bible is quite precise.  It is not so much that we are able to forgive or love and make peace by trying a little harder.  Rather it is God's forgiveness, God's love, God's peace which flows through us when we trust.  Jesus offers the analogy of the vine and branches.  Jesus is the vine, the life giving help comes through the vine, apart from that we can't do any of what is commanded.  We are the branches, receiving the life transforming power of God.  It is the branches which others see; branches bear fruit, but only when they are connected.


Sometimes Christianity becomes such a striving.  We act at being Christian, but all the effort comes from us.  Watchman Nee, the great Chinese Christian who was such a powerful witness under both Japanese conquest and communist coercion, talks of how he worked hard to amass the virtues and got nowhere until he realized the Holy Spirit was sent to produce what is of Christ in us.  "What we show forth outwardly is what God has first put within us." 


This kind of talk bothers some of us because it makes it sound as though we simply sit back and do nothing.  But Paul, in the "practical sections" of Ephesians chapters 4-6, uses the language of "putting off" certain behaviors, and "putting on" others. From the humans side it seems as though we do things, making our decisions, living out the faith, but from the divine side the strength comes from letting Christ work within us, not from our labor.  


Through Christ ordinary people have performed extraordinary acts of strength.  A few years back the Holocaust museum put together a display of 105 persons who during the Holocaust, provided refuge for Jews and others persecuted by the Nazis.  What struck me was that none of those persons considered themselves towers of strength, or heroes.  "We didn't think about it," said Johtje and Aart Vos of Holland.  "you started off storing a suitcase for a friend and before you knew it you were in over your head.  We did what any human being would have done." 


The reality, of course, was what they did was not what any human being would have done.  These 105 were people who had a history of doing good deeds, visiting in the hospital, giving food to the poor, rescuing stray animals, but nothing extraordinary.  To say they were extraordinary, the exhibit's creators suggested, would let others off the hook.  If it is only the exceptional who do great acts of moral courage, then what chance do we ordinary folk have of doing good acts in touch circumstances.  


These rescuers illustrate the promise of Christ within—that ordinary people can do extraordinary things.  Not that WE'RE so good, but Christ in us gives us strength beyond what we think is possible.


Do you remember the name of Terry Waite?   He was a representative of the Anglican Church seeking to bring about peace in the Middle East, who was held hostage in solitary confinement for 4 years by Palestinian radicals in Lebanon.  After his release, while being interviewed by Barbara Walters, Waite mentioned that at one point he had a chance to escape.  He was permitted to take off his blindfold and use the bathroom.  In it he found an automatic weapon left by one of his captors.  It was loaded and at the time he was guarded by only one man.  He said he debated only momentarily before deciding he could not use it. 


Walters looked at him incredulously. "What do you mean?" she demanded, "you could not do it."  Waite responded, "All the time I had been trying to negotiate for the Archbishop of Canterbury I had been telling the various parties in the Mideast conflict that violence was not the answer.  It would only beget more violence.   To escape I would have to use the weapon. People would be killed or seriously hurt.   I could not be saying one thing and live another when it was convenient.  I had to stand firm for principle, even though it meant continued suffering for me." 


Doesn't that kind of strength defy imagination, boggle the mind.  Waite scoffed at Walter's suggestion that he was some kind of saint.  He was simply an ordinary Christian whom God empowered to make an extraordinary witness.  


God gives us strength but only if we abandon the illusion that the strength is in us.  We're simply a vessel, the channel.   That secret to faithful living is that our strength is God's strength.       

THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST
2

