
One Father!

Psalm 130, Matthew 23:1-22 October 29, 2000

“You have one teacher, and you are all brethren.…You have one Father, who is in
heaven.…You have one master, the Christ.” This is the good news found in the middle of much
bad news. This is the good news that forms the basis of the criticism and condemnation of
religious arrogance and malpractice. This is the good news that sustains us and carries us through
life.

“You have one teacher, and you are all brethren.…You have one Father, who is in
heaven.…You have one master, the Christ.” On the basis of these truths, Jesus looked at the
religious leaders of his day and then told his disciples and the crowds that followed him,
“Observe whatever they tell you, but not what they do; for they preach, but do not practice.”
“Observe whatever they tell you” because they teach the law given to Moses– the Ten
Commandments; they teach the will of God. “But not what they do” because they do not practice
what they teach. They did not live up to their own teachings. They were hard on everyone else
and easy on themselves.

Of all the things that Jesus said, why did the early church remember this one and write it
down? They did so because there was a danger that some of the early church leaders would
behave the same way as the scribes and Pharisees. Of all the things that Jesus said, why does the
church today still read and listen this one? We do so because there is still a danger that church
leaders today will behave the same way as the scribes and Pharisees. Jesus said of the religious
leaders “Observe whatever they tell you, but not what they do; for they preach, but do not
practice.”

The truth of the matter is that the gospel we preach is larger than any and all of the
fallible human beings who preach it. And for this we give thanks to God. The truth of the matter
is that the gospel we preach is larger than any one church’s embodiment of it or than the whole
church’s embodiment of it. And for this we give thanks to God. While the point of the criticism
is to condemn the failure of righteous action in the religious life, it also calls our attention to the
greater importance of the message over that of the messenger and to the greater importance of the
gospel over that of those who preach it. Whenever a preacher or teacher begins to focus attention
upon himself or herself instead of upon God and his Christ, then the preaching and teaching is
falsified. True preaching of the gospel points away from self and beyond itself toward God.

The same dynamic applies to the larger life of the church. Whenever a church focuses
attention upon itself and its activities, dwelling upon how good it is, there is a grave danger that
its faithfulness to the gospel of Jesus Christ has been compromised. The true life of the church
looks beyond itself to God, to what God has done and to what God is doing.

“You have one teacher, and you are all brethren.…You have one Father, who is in
heaven.…You have one master, the Christ.”

Consider first the heart of the matter: “Call no man your father on earth, for you have one
Father, who is in heaven.” The God and Father of Jesus Christ is the Father of us all! Think of all
the things included here: God created the world and created us in it. The world had a beginning.
It has a reason, a direction, and a purpose. Human life is not a cosmic accident. Human life is not
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coincidental collision of molecules. Human life did not just happen by itself. Human life is not
isolated, meaningless, or pointless.

To say that we have a Father in heaven is to say that God has blessed us and that life is
good. God has a plan for us. Earth is not our final home. God will someday regather us at our
true home.

Moreover, to say that we have one Father in heaven points to the deep and universal unity
of humanity. This includes people we know and people we do not know, people who look like us
and people who do not look like us, people who think like us and people who do not think like
us, people who behave like us and people who do not behave like us. All people, all over the
world, have one Father, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

This unity is more important than the divisions we honor: divisions of family, nation,
race, language, politics, economics. We have one Father of us all.

A second point to consider is that God, who is Father of us all, sent Jesus Christ to us as
our one teacher and our one master. So far as I can tell, there is no distinction between these
terms. Amid all the voices that compete for our attention, we have one source of truth. Amid all
the powers that compete for our allegiance, we have one focus for our faith. We have one
teacher, one master!

This teacher and master, Jesus Christ, is both divine and human. In this capacity, he
teaches us everything we need to know about God. At the same time, he teaches us our true
humanity. In him, we remember that we were created in the image of God, we realize than in us
the image is tarnished, and we learn that Jesus is the image of God. So, in him we have our one
teacher. In this world of confusion and falsehood, we have one reliable source of truth. In Jesus
Christ, we have our one teacher, and we need not look any farther.

The religious life is often thought of as a quest, a seeking after something. Centuries ago,
Augustine realized that this does not apply to Christianity. He wrote, “I do not say to you, seek
the way. The way has already come to you. I say, rise up and walk.”

There is a finality in the revelation of Jesus Christ. That is, what Jesus teaches us is
complete. There are no missing parts. It is perfect. It is sufficient for our salvation.

So, we have one Father, and we have one teacher and master. What does he teach us
here? “He who is greatest among you shall be your servant; whoever exalts himsef will be
humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”

This teaching has at least two levels of meaning. At one level, Jesus is the one who
fulfills this. Jesus is the humble servant. Jesus came not to be served but to serve. Jesus humbled
himself not only by his death on the cross but by the whole course of his life. Christ’s humble
service is the basis of our forgiveness and of our salvation. This is an instance of grace as power
over our lives, doing for us what we cannot do for ourselves.

At another level, the teaching is directed at us. In that Jesus was humble servant, he not
only served us but also means to teach us by his example. That is, we are to follow, to obey, and
even to imitate Christ in humble service. This is an instance of grace as power in us, working for
the renewal of our lives.

So, behind warning with which the reading begins, there are three great, positive gospel
truths: we have one Father in heaven; we have one teacher and master; and the greatest among
you shall be your servant.

Now, what application do these have to our lives as Christians and to our life together as
a Christian church?
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First, because God is our one Father, we are called into the family relations of the one
family we truly are! We are brothers and sisters, each to the other. This makes the church into a
family, loving, caring, helping, praying, eating together, laughing, singing, crying. It is also the
case that the church is a messenger to the world about the larger family in which we all live. To
focus upon ourselves would be denial of gospel. As we worship and work with various Christian
churches around the world, we bear witness to a unity greater than our division. As we invite
people into church, we acknowledge a family that already exists.

Second, because Christ is our one teacher and master, we are called to be learners. We are
students who can always learn more truth, we are followers who can always be more faithful. We
are called to a life time of learning. As adults, cannot be content to have only a child’s knowledge
of the gospel and the Christian faith. We need to study and to mature in order to have adult faith.

A life of learning also includes obedience. This covers the Christian faith and life, what
we believe and what we do. Christ as our one teacher and master means that Christ alone is to be
obeyed.

Moreover, as a church, we have a mission of teaching Christ to the world. There is a deep
yearning in human heart and soul for a savior. The world is looking for help. We need to
announce and teach Christ as Savior of the world.

Third, because “He who is greatest among you shall be your servant,” we are called to life
of service, as individuals and as a church. As individuals, we can do this in many ways, some as
simple as the food offering in which we participated today. As the church, we are subject to
danger of institutions of becoming focused on our self. For example, in many churches, all the
classes and programs are designed to serve the needs, interests, and convenience of the current
members, the people who are already there. But to serve the world, our classes and programs
need to be designed to serve the needs and interests of those people who are not here, or not yet
here, so as to attract them.

“Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be
exalted.” Humility is tricky. We cannot accomplish it by trying hard. If we could, we would
immediately become proud of how humble we were! True humility consists of focusing upon,
and elevating, God and his Christ, as opposed to always focusing upon, and elevating, ourselves,
our interests, and our seemingly great importance. The most important place we do this right
focusing is here, in our worship of God Almighty. We sing God’s praises, not our own. This is
the point of Jesus’ teaching about the tithes: teacher, Father, and master. All the honor goes to
God, not to the leaders of community. We have to have leaders, but need leaders who point
beyond themselves to God.

We have one Father in heaven. We have one teacher and master who is the Christ, and
this one teacher is our one humble, lowly, and suffering servant.

Such is the great reversal of the Christian faith. What the world thinks is important is not.
What the world thinks is unimportant and what the world despises and crucifies, is all important
and is raised to heaven in all glory, honor, and majesty.

Christ’s gospel is a declaration and an invitation. “You have one teacher, and you are all
brethren.…You have one Father, who is in heaven.…You have one master, the Christ.” Do we
want to continue the way of the world, with family feuds, world wars, multitudes of false leaders,
and the glorification of the powerful?

Or are we ready to turn and listen, to acknowledge our one Father, to learn from and to
obey our one teacher, and to follow him in the path of humble service?
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To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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