THE GOD OF LIFE

SERMON OUTLINES
Introduction

The task of writing and delivering a sermon is multi-faceted.  It involves intellectual study, spiritual discernment, pastoral sensitivity, rhetorical risk, and a great deal of prayer.  A preaching guide, in the form of sermon outlines, cannot hope to replace the preacher in any aspect of the task.  But it can be a catalyst, a seed crystal of thought, a companion on the homiletical journey.

The outlines that follow have been based on The God of Life 2015 Lenten Studies by Bishop John Harrower.  Bishop John's studies are designed for group dialogue.  These sermon outlines are designed to take the theme of each week, interact with the biblical text, and provide a framework that is typical of a sermon.

The basis of each outline is a structure, consisting mostly of  dot-points.  Within each point there are some suggestions including possible illustrations and points of application .  While hopefully helpful, the preacher should by no means be bound by them.  Make sure the word has entered your own heart, and then place it in your sermon, reflecting what the Spirit is saying and doing.  In the end, the aim is to have a sermon that not only “says what the Scriptures say” but “does what the Scripture is doing.”

God bless you as you bring God's word to his people this Lent.

Rev'd Will Briggs

Assistant to Bishop John Harrower 

Week One (Creator of Life)

Key Readings: Psalm 25:1-10; Mark 1:9-11

Big Idea: Our deepest most profound need is to know God and his power for our life, and therefore to know his word.

Outline:

· Introduction – Words have power.  If words are so important, no wonder we have a God who speaks.
· Possible Illustration (negative): The saying, “sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me” is blatantly wrong.  Words can either speak life or death.
· Possible Illustration (positive): The human persons can wither away if they are malnourished or neglected.  But even the well-fed person can wither away with loneliness.  We need relationship.  And relationship is expressed in communication with spoken or unspoken words.
· Personal Examples? Times when words have brought hurt, affirmation, guidance, encouragement, or life-giving instruction.
· Interaction with Psalm 25: The psalmist searches for God, and therefore seeks to hear God and know his ways.
· Specific examples of the psalmist hearing God's words: verse 4 (teaching, guidance), verse 5 (truth, being taught),  verse 8 (instruction), and verse 9 (leading, teaching)
· The psalmist's response: verse 1 (“lifting up soul”), verse 2 (trust), verse 5 (waiting), verse 7 (contrition), verse 9 (humble).
· What this says about God: verse 2-3 (protector), verse 6 (merciful), verse 7 (forgiving), verse 8 (good and upright), verse 10 (steadfast love and faithfulness)
· Summary:  The point of connection/discovery between the searching psalmist and faithful God is that God speaks.  For the psalmist, meaningful and fruitful life comes from hearing God speak.
· Connection with Jesus as our main example – God speaks to Jesus.  Jesus speaks God's word, which is “good news”, a word of life.
· God speaks:  Mark 1:11, “A voice came from heaven.”
· Jesus speaks God's word: Mark 1:14, “proclaiming the good news”

· [Consider exploring, if time:  Jesus also relies on God's word in the extended account of the temptation in Luke 4]
· Application – Our need to hear God's word, and our willingness to seek it out. 
· Highlight our point of engagement: God's word does many things. Through it we learn about who we are, we learn about the character of God, we learn about the world.  Are there any aspects of God's word that we have failed to hear? Are there aspects of God's life which are not readily present in our own experience as individuals and as a church?
· Example questions: Do we need to hear about God's grace again? Be assured of our renewed identity in him?  Do we need a godly rebuke?  Or an encouragement? Are we lost and need guidance?  Are we stuck and need a boost?
· Bring the sermon full-circle, by returning to the question of the introduction: If God's word is power for life, how might we seek God's word, and so know it? 
· Give an answer by answering the following question: How might we echo the psalmist (as per above): verse 1 (“lifting up soul”), verse 2 (trusting), verse 5 (waiting), verse 7 (being contrite), verse 9 (being humble).
*For further biblical information, see Anglican Church of Tasmania web resources for 3 Year Lectionary on Mark 1: 4-11 The Baptism of the Lord:  http://www.anglicantas.org.au/index.php?item=file&target=lec_study_080112
*For further biblical information, see Anglican Church of Tasmania web resources for 3 Year Lectionary on Mark 1:14-20: http://www.anglicantas.org.au/index.php?item=file&target=lec_study_220112
*For further biblical information, see Anglican Church of Tasmania web resources for 3 Year Lectionary on Luke 4:1-15: The Temptations of the Lord:   http://www.anglicantas.org.au/index.php?item=file&target=r47-lect-100221
Week Two (Promiser of Life)

Key Readings: Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Mark 8:31-38

Big Idea: Those who seek their life will lose it and so we must base our life on the foundation of faith in God who gives new life.

Outline:

· Introduction – We look like whatever we rest upon.
· Possible Illustration: The Leaning Tower of Pisa is known not for itself, but for it's poor foundations!
· Possible Illustration: “Give me a child until he is seven and I will give you the man” is a well-known but anonymous phrase.  Whatever is built at the beginning, shapes all that comes after.

· Interaction with Mark 8 – Peter has just confessed who Jesus is.  But his view of who a Messiah is was not the same as Jesus' view.
· Background from Genesis 17 – When Peter confesses that Jesus is the Messiah he is expressing the depths of his identity as one of God's people.  His hope was in the promises of God made to Abraham that Israel would be blessed, and therefore able to be a blessing.  Throughought the Genesis 17 passage we see references to God promising to make Abram “numerous” (v2), “a multitude of nations” (v4,5), “nations and kings” (v6, 16), and “fruitful” (v6). 
· Key question: What would this hope be built upon?
· Peter in Mark 8: Peter would build this hope on a Messiah who would give relief to Israel's occupation and oppression, most immediately the Roman occupation.  More generally, he wanted a return to strength: the reversal of “exile” and the restoration of Temple and Land such as how it was in the days of King David and King Solomon.
· Jesus in Mark 8: Jesus teaches them that the “Son of Man must undergo great suffering.” The promises of God to Abraham are only to be found in the redemption of the children of Abraham.  That path of redemption is not in human power, but in the self-sacrificial act of a Messiah, willing to lay down his life as he takes responsibility for his people.

· Application from Mark 8 – Jesus himself gives us the application from verse 34... “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me...”
· Example from Genesis 17: Abraham was a not significant in human terms.  God called him to “walk before me, and be blameless” (v1).  Fundamentally, this meant the exercise of faith (Genesis 15:6) by which he could leave his father's house and go where the Lord showed him.
· Self-reflection (negative): What do we put our faith in?  More to the point, what do we build ourselves upon that identify us, shape us, and define who we are?  The big “three” idols of money, sex, and power are usually there somewhere.  What would be the cost of repenting of these things – is it not the cost of our self-made selves?
· Self-reflection (positive): Conversely, what does it mean to find our lives in Christ? Surely the stuff of his life is renewal, healing, forgiveness, wholeness.  What does that look like for us? 
· Imperative: Let us lay down our lives, so that we might find his life in us.
*For further biblical information, see Anglican Church of Tasmania web resources for 3 Year Lectionary on Mark 8:31-38:  http://www.anglicantas.org.au/index.php?item=file&target=lec_study_040312
Week Three (Sustainer of Life)

Key Readings: Exodus 20:1-17

Big Idea: God's Law is positive and life-affirming.  In sustaining his freed people, it also sustains the world through their being salt and light.
Outline: 

· Introduction – God's “Law” is often portrayed in bad light as being in opposition to grace, but that's not how it really is.
· Introductory Principle: Freedom is not anarchy.  Good relationships, good community, developing prosperty, depends upon the constraint of those actions which damage relationship, community, and prosperity. 

e.g. Financial transactions that depend on a mutual sense of “fairness.”  
e.g. Ability to live freely based on the constraint of those who would harm.

Conversely, when there are no constraints, the strong and powerful dominate.
· Disabuse a common hurdle: “But we thought the 'Law' was bad, opposed to grace?” The difference is between “law” and “legalism”?  Law says “take the right path”, legalism says “you have taken the wrong path.”?  Law allows grace, legalism does not.

· Interaction with the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20 – Consider the good world that would be the fruit of the ten commandments being followed. (Notice we are working backwards through the commandments, from the more specific, to the more in-principle).

· No coveting – no dissension, bitterness, power-plays in the work place, bullying etc.

· No false witness – no fraud or deception, ready exercise of justice.

· No stealing – safety of property, the ability to enjoy the fruit of one's labours in peace.

· No adultery – no family break down, no betrayal.  And (if we are to consider Jesus' teaching in the Sermon on the Mount), no lust or sexual harm.

· No murder – no violence, safety, peace, security.

· Honouring of parents – Generational peace, security for the young and for the old, accumulation of knowledge across generations

· Keeping of the sabbath – Stresslessness and rest, re-creation and creative work

· Rightly using the name of the Lord – No spiritual manipulation, no rebellion, a seeing of others as equal under God.

· No idols – No subservience to created things, everything rightly ordered.

· No other Gods – The stuff of Eden - harmony, worship, joy, peace, life.

· Application – Not “freedom from, but freedom for”.  Consider Bishop John's illustration on page 27 of the study booklet:

During Argentina's so called “Dirty War” and amidst the repression of the military dictatorship I recall an intimate conversation over long matés (Argentine tea) and open Bibles.  We yearned for freedom from the brutal military regime. Daniel, a lawyer, noted our agreement on freedom from cruelty and corruption, but raised the question “What is our freedom for? Freedom for what?”

“Freedom from; freedom for?” I have often returned to this consideration.

Through Christ we are saved by grace, but saved to what?  The New Testament has many examples (e.g. Colossians 3:1-17) of how the Church, being in Christ, can be sustained through the following of God's good and godly ways.

In what areas of our lives are we, as individuals and as a church, confronted when we consider how well we follow these life-affirming ways?
*For further biblical information, see on Exodus 20:1-17: http://www.biblestudytools.com/commentaries/jamieson-fausset-brown/exodus/exodus-20.html
Week Four (Rescuer of Life)
Key Readings: Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22; Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21

Big Idea: The grace of God is the turning point, not only for ourselves individually, but for our communities and our world.
Outline: 

· Introduction – The basis of a good simple narrative is problem, tension, resolution, and celebration.  Or, as it has been sometimes described, a sequence of “whoops,” “yuck,” “aha!,” and “wow.”  
· Possible Illustration: Pick any simple story.  e.g. Parable of the Good Samaritan.  The traveller is robbed (“whoops”), he is ignored (“yuck”), he is found by the Samaritan (“aha”), and cared for in the inn (“wow”). 
· Point of Connection: The reason narratives work is because they resonate with our own story, and our own experiences.  As we look at these passages we must be asking, what is the story of the life of our church, or of my life as an individual?

· Interaction with Ephesians 2 – The narrative is there, and the turning point is a declarative “But God...”  
· Unpack the narrative:
· “You were dead...” (v2) (“Whoops”, problem).  Note that this is a reference to the Ephesians and emphasises their way of life (trespasses, sins, disobedience).
· “All of us once lived...” (v3) (“Yuck”, tension).  Note that this increases the scope - “all of us” not just “you.”  It also increases the intensity where the wrongness is now more innate (“lived”, “flesh”, “by nature” etc.)
· “But God... made us alive” (v4,5) (“Aha!”, resolution).  The turn around is sudden.  But the motivation is mercy, love, and entirely of him (“even when we were dead”).
· “Raised us up... seated us with him... immeasurable riches of his grace” (v6ff) (“Wow”, celebration).  There is both present impact (this is what he has done), and future impact (“in the ages to come”, v7).
· Explain the point: The “before” picture is one of death, oppression, “passions of flesh” and “children of wrath.”  The “after” picture is one of life, resurrection, grace, kindness. The turning point is God, in the exercise of his mercy and grace.
· Interaction with John 3 – It is not for no reason that John 3:16 is one of the most famous articulations of the gospel.  If the history of the world is one big narrative, here is the turning point... “For God so loved the world that...”

· Application – 
· Close to home: We identify with every story we read.  Who are we in the story?  We like to be the hero in the story, but in this case it's very clear that the hero is God, in Christ. Every other character is shaped by their response to the hero.  So what is your response to Christ?
· Larger scope: When we consider the history of our society, we consider the narrative that has shaped who we are as a people, or a nation.  What are the problems and tensions at the heart of that story?  How might the turning-point of God's grace in Christ resolve what we see?  How might we seek to experience that story for our society, the one with a divine turning point? 

*For further biblical information, see Anglican Church of Tasmania web resources for 3 Year Lectionary on John 3:14-21: http://www.anglicantas.org.au/index.php?item=file&target=lec_study_180312
Week Five (Renewer of Life)

Key Readings: John 12:20-33

Big Idea: The death of Christ actually brings renewed life, and the drawing together in that same new life of all those who seek him.  We must be counted amongst those seekers.

Outline: 

· Introduction – The John 12 passage begins with some Greeks who wanted to see Jesus. What did they want?  What were they after?  
· Re-tell the story: Paraphrase the passage and help people to “enter in” and experience what is happening. 
· Point of Connection: As we find ourselves in this passage, we might readily find ourselves in them  What do we want? Why do we want to see Jesus?

· Interaction with John 12 – The situation here is that it is Greeks who are seeking Jesus, approaching Philip (a person with a Greek name) by way of introduction.  The significance is of Gentiles seeking the Jewish Messiah at a Jewish festival.  What could they hope for?
· Allow the contrast: On the one hand, the response seems disconnected, as if they have been ignored.  Rather, Jesus is looking towards his imminent death, described as the falling of a grain of wheat to the ground.  He confesses that his soul is troubled.
· The other side of the contrast: On the other hand, Jesus looks towards the outcome, the promise of what lies on the other side of his passion.

· The grain of wheat, if it dies, will bear much fruit (v24)

· The laying down of life, leads to eternal life (v25)

· God's name will be glorified (v28)

· The ruler of this world will be driven out (v31)

· And, at the end, the promise “I will draw all people to myself.” (v32).  Here is the answer to the Greeks' approach.  “We wish to see Jesus?”  Who is it that they will see? The one who lays down his life, and therefore produces fruit of eternal life – in which the drawing of all people (which means the inclusion of the Gentiles) – occurs.
· Make the point: What could they hope for?  The messianic promises are articulated – eternal life, the defeat of the evil one, the glorification of the Creator.  But above all, they can hope for an inclusion into those promises, through the death of Christ.

· Application – What do we long for?  Are we content with our world, satisfied in ourselves? Perhaps we are resigned to the world's problems and our own shortcomings?  Or dare we look to Jesus who can renew the life we know.
· Expressing Hope for Renewal: There are two well-known prayers that give voice to this:
· Maranatha, Come Lord Jesus! It echoes Paul's prayer as he concludes his first letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor 16:22), and expresses our certain hope that all will be renewed at Christ's return.
· Your kingdom come you will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Which is well-known from the Lord's Prayer.  We pray for (and work for) the Kingdom of God to be known and present on earth.
· Approaching Jesus – Are you able to pray these?  And when you do, what particular renewal are praying for?  What do you bring in your approach to Jesus?

*For further biblical information, see Anglican Church of Tasmania web resources for 3 Year Lectionary on John 12:20-33:   http://www.anglicantas.org.au/index.php?item=file&target=lec_study_250312
Week Six (Ruler of Life)

Key Readings: John 12:12-16; Philippians 2:5-11

Big Idea: The Kingship of Christ is marked by the character of Christ, which we aspire to imitate.
Outline:

· Introduction – Consider politics...
· Illustration from politics: Churchill said that democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the other forms that have been tried.  Democracy is meant to ensure freedoms – the will of the people is known, and the will of the people is served. 
· Make the connection: In our passage today, we have a public figure.  There is popularity at the beginning, but in the end the will of the people is to reject him.  He follows no purpose but his own, right through to the end.  How can we look to such a person to bring us life?
·  Interaction with Scripture – How indeed can such a person bring us life?  We must look to both his authority and his character.
· His authority is clear.  The triumphal entry in John 12 is clearly a fulfilment of a prophecy about the Messiah.  Here is the “King of Israel” (verse 13).  It was right for the “world to go after him” (verse 19).  This event had meaning that was obvious, even to the Pharisees.
· His character is clear. The reading from Philippians tells us about the “mind of Christ.” Here is a picture of a great and glorious king, willing to empty himself and become obedient, event to death on the cross.  When we see Jesus, unpopular, rejected, scorned and derided, we are seeing the character of a king who is serving and sacrificing, even for those who are doing the rejecting.  There is no tyranny in his exercise of authority, only sacrificial service.
· The result is life.  If Jesus had no authority, his death would have been poignant, but ultimately ineffective.  If Jesus were of bad character, his death may have been noted, but never honoured.  Jesus had both authority and character and through him we are given life. In the end we have a king, a leader, who has done what good leaders do: taken responsibility, even at great cost, and given us life.
· Application – Our response should match what we see.
· Negative application (authority) – If we don't recognise Christ's authority, we live our own self-made lives.  Above all, we reject what he does for us as unnecessary or irrelevant to us. We remain in our sins.  We are disconnected from new life.  We attain only to that which we can make of ourselves.  We must learn humility.
· Negative application (character)  - If we don't recognise Christ's character, we question his motivation.  We consider the ways of Christ to be a form of control or imposition, and reject them.  We fail to see Christ's welcome of us, and seek a false-comfort that ultimately abuses ourselves or hurts other people.  We must learn to trust.
· Positive application (follow Christ) – A leader with authority and character is one who can be gladly followed.  Paul describes the “mind of Christ” in exhorts the Philippians to have that same mind.  As Christ brings life, we seek to bring the life of Christ.  As Christ serves, we seek also to serve.  As Christ has authority, we stand on the authority of who he is and do not compromise love or truth. 

· This Holy Week we see the authority and character of Christ.  We remember the cost of it.  We celebrate the life-giving outcome of it.  And commit to following Him. 
*For further biblical information on:

Philippians 2:5-11: https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Philippians+2%3A5%2D11&version=NIV
John 12:12-16:  https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+12%3A12-16&version=NIV
NOTE: 
The Diocese of Tasmania has Sermon resources for Sundays in the 3 Year Lectionary cycle at http://www.anglicantas.org.au/lec_based_study/ 
Further sermon preparation assistance is found on the Preaching Page, http://www.anglicantas.org.au/preachingpage-00/ 
