
CALVIN 38

AUTHORITY and MINISTRY
(My servant) will not break a bruised reed, or snuff out a smouldering wick; he will
make justice shine on every race, never faltering, never breaking down. … Isaiah
42:3

Has it ever happened to you that you read your Bible and discover how, all of
a sudden, rather uncomfortably, it speaks to you in no uncertain terms? I am
not now thinking of the funny story of the beleaguered Christian who was
perplexed about decisions he had to make and decided to go to the Bible for an
answer. And so he opened it and read ‘and Judas went and hanged himself.’ He
felt that this did not help him much and so he closed the Bible and tried again.
The first words he came across were: ‘Doest thou likewise.’

No, much more seriously, I mean that certain Bible passages don’t allow you
and me to escape personal application and confrontation. It springs to you
unexpectedly from the pages.

It happened to me when preparing today’s sermon and reading the Old Testament
section of the lectionary for today, Isaiah 42:1-9. However I would like to more
appropriately discuss the issue of personal embarrassment under the final,
relevance section of this sermon.

As usual I prefer to start with careful listening to what the Bible readings say.
Then bring in both Calvin’s interpretation and social science reflection on both
before launching on a discussion of their relevance for us today.

What then is the message of Isaiah 42:1-9? It is all about the mission of God’s
servant. In the Greek translation the word ‘diakonos’, or ‘minister’ in the Latin
version, is used for what we call ‘servant.’ And by ‘service/ministry’ it is not
only meant individuals, such as Isaiah, or any of the prophets, such as Moses,
David, John the Baptist, Jesus, Peter, followers of Christ, but also the church,
the nation, one’s family. The servant theme runs through all lectionary readings
for today.

The servant is chosen by God and has His Spirit bestowed on him (verse 1). He
is quiet-spoken (verse 2). He is not aggressive, but will make justice shine on
every race. He will not break a bruised reed, or snuff out a smouldering wick,
he will make justice shine on every race, never faltering, never breaking down
… (verse 3). He is guided by God to be a light to all nations (verse 6) and bring
captives out of the dungeons where they lie in darkness (verse 2).
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Calvin interprets the passages as foreshadowing Christ, the epitome of all God
expects of his servants. Christ ‘emptied himself, taking the form of a servant
(Philippians 2:6)’, so that he could be filled ‘with the Spirit of God, in order to
execute that divine office and be the Mediator between God and men (verse 1).’

No, the servant (Christ) comes ‘without pomp or splendour, such as commonly
attends earthly kings, at whose arrival there are uttered various noises and loud
cries. No, that is ‘not only for the sake of applauding his modesty, but first that
we may not form any earthly conception of him; secondly, that, not having
known his kindness by which he draws us to him, we may cheerfully hasten to
meet him; and lastly, that our faith may not languish, though his condition be
mean and despicable (verse 2).’

Calvin applies this to ‘ministers of the gospel, who are his deputies (and) ought
to show themselves to be meek, and to support the meek and gently to lead them
in the way, so as not to extinguish in them the feeblest sparks of piety, but on
the contrary, to kindle them with all their might (verse 3).’ Calvin himself suffered
from what he felt to be his calling as God’s deputy, resulting in him being banned
from Geneva in 1538, but recalled in 1541 when the moral laxity of the small
town had become too much for its concerned citizenry.

Yet ‘Christ will indeed be mild and gentle towards the weak, but will have no
softness or effeminacy; for he will manfully execute the commission which he
has received from the Father … Christ’s ministry, therefore, he testifies, will not
be unfruitful, but will have such efficacy that men shall be reformed by it. This
must not be limited to the person of Christ, but extends to the whole course of
the gospel; for he not only discharged the embassy committed to him for three
years, but continues to discharge the same embassy every day by means of his
servants (comments on verse 4).’

Psalm 29 which we have sung together, is all about God revealing himself in
nature. God’s voice is in the thunder and the storms (verse 3). Yet it is also in
the beauty of nature (verse 4). God speaks to us in the ‘flames of fire (verse 2)’
and in the earthquakes (verse 8) and the floods (verse 10). But he also provides
people with the strength to endure all these calamities and ‘blesses people with
peace (verse 11).’

Calvin feels that all this is very relevant. As Christ’s deputy and ambassador he
has no qualms to denounce powerful establishments when they do not meet
what he feels are God’s expectations of service (ministers, deacons). Yet 'great
men who excel in rank’ have a disadvantage compared with us lesser breeds for
whom it is easier to be ‘reduced to order.’ David (the author of Psalm 29 according
to Calvin) wants to ‘humble the princes of this world who being intoxicated
with pride, lift up their horns against God’, because ‘they think that the power
they possess is supplied to them from some other source than from the heaven’
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and therefore ‘the great men of this world are wont to deprive God of the ‘glory
of His name (verse 2).’

After dealing with the corruption of the powerful, Calvin has it also in for those
philosophers who ‘weave themselves veils, lest they should be compelled to
acknowledge the hand of God which manifestly displays itself in his works.’
They ‘are endured with sense and reason … and possess genius and learning,
(yet) they employ enchantments to shut their ears against God’s voice, however
powerful, lest it should reach their hearts (verse 5).’ ‘Even philosophers who
appeared to approach nearest to the knowledge of God, contribute nothing
whatever that might truly glorify him. All they say concerning religion is not
only frigid, but for the most part insipid (verse 9).’

No, Calvin concludes (verse 11), God ‘blesses with peace, so that nothing is
wanting to the prosperous life of the elect, and their complete happiness.’

The New Testament readings for today both deal with baptism and the Holy
Spirit descending on those baptized. Matthew 2:13-17 describes Jesus being
baptized in the Jordan by John the Baptist, who initially objected (verse 14)
because he felt himself to be only a minor figure, a servant, but then is persuaded
to go ahead anyway because it conforms to God’s way (verse 15). Subsequently
God’s Spirit descends as a dove on Jesus (verse 16) and God proclaims him to
be His son (verse 17).

Calvin interprets the event (comment on verse 14) to seal the servant character
of Christ (Philippians 2:7), rising to the newness of life, mentioned in Romans
6:4 and to give an example of modesty. On the Holy Spirit descending in the
shape of a dove (verse 16) Calvin thinks that the dove represents Isaiah’s (42:2-3)
picture of Christ as the one who does ‘not cry, nor lift up, nor cause his voice
to be heard in the street. A bruised reed shall he not break, and the smoking
flax shall he not quench.’ In other words, Calvin says the dove represents ‘gentle
and lovely grace’ rather than formal and formidable power.

The other New Testament reading (Acts 10:34-43) tells the story of Peter’s sermon
inspiring the centurion Cornelius. God is not a respecter of persons (verse 34).
In other words God has no favourites and does not discriminate between natives
(the sons of Israel) and the hated Roman occupying force represented by
Cornelius. Jesus Christ is the Lord of all (verse 36). God anointed Jesus with the
power of the Holy Spirit. He did God’s work by doing good deeds and healing
the sick, but was crucified (verse 38). Yet God raised him from the dead (verse
40). Jesus was appointed judge of the quick and the dead (verse 42), following
‘the witness of all the prophets’ that every man who believes in Him may receive
forgiveness of sins through His Name (verse 43). Subsequently Cornelius and
those with him were baptized (verse 48).’
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Calvin interprets Peter’s sermon (verse 34) as Christ’s Spirit transcending the
exclusive Jewish dietary laws and the circumcision proscription. The Holy Spirit
unifies by ‘pulling down the wall of separation between Jews and Gentiles
(Ephesians 2:I4). ‘God embraces the whole world … and the covenant of eternal
life is common to all alike.’

Similarly God does not make other distinctions between humans such as
individuals favoured because of their ‘riches, nobility, multitude of servants,
honour’, or disfavoured because of their ‘poverty, baseness of lineage, and such
like things that make him to be despised (comment on verse 34).’

No, God’s criteria are different from those of humans. God anointed his Son with
the power of his Spirit (verse38) and this means to Calvin that God’s Spirit is
universal and inclusive. In his comment on verse 35, Calvin stresses his central
concern with ‘the integrity of the whole of life’ (or ‘the rule of good life’) which
to him has two components: (1) godliness and religion, under which rubric he
would put such items as faith and (2) the rules ‘which men use among themselves’
and which nowadays we would call social cohesion and belonging.

How can we summarize today’s reading and Calvin’s interpretations? First of
all, following Christ means transcendence of ethnic peculiarities. Secondly, it
means that instead of maximizing mundane authority and its rewards, Christians
in general and ministers/deputies of Christ in particular, must seek
ministerial/service-oriented power. Thirdly, only the servant-like stance
represented by Jesus and those who follow him will lead to peace, reconciliation
and integration on a global level.

The social science implications of today’s Bible readings are obvious. A healthy
society and a sane citizenry require both the stabilizing force of authority (e.g.
God) and civic mentality of service. The balance between the two is constantly
moving, as they are essentially opposed to one another. In other words they
need one another. Yet too much movement in one direction rather than the other
has been, and will also in the future, be disastrous for civilization as we know
it. Traditionally all religions, whether primitive or modem, have been involved,
not always successfully, in the symbiotic relation between the two. Therefore
any society must nurture both authority and service to assist its survival.

How relevant is all we have read and heard so far? The first point is, of course,
what is the personally discomforting note I mentioned at the beginning. You
remember my saying that it sprang from the pages when I prepared for this
sermon.

Next month I will be 86 and there are not too many left among you listening to
me now in that age group. Like me they are closer to what my youngest daughter
in Canada the other day called, our use-by-date. The time may well soon come
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that I will confront my Maker. And I could imagine the following conversation
taking place:

God: ‘In your ordination vows you promised to deputize for my son Jesus. Did
you do that?’

Me: ‘Yes, Lord, I have written 15 academic books about the understanding of
religion. I have been the opening, key-note, speaker at two international
congresses dealing with the study of religion; I have been international president
in my chosen profession, the social scientific study of religion.’

The Lord: ‘That was not my question. You were handsomely rewarded by the
academic establishment for those achievements. Yet my son Jesus was crucified
by the religious establishment of his time. You analysed religion and talked
about it. By contrast my son and his followers lived the very commitment you
only analysed.’

Me: ‘Lord, you are right. I am arrogant and a miserable sinner. Have mercy on
me.’

Upon which the Lord, hopefully will open the gate and say: ‘Enter, you are
forgiven.’

But there is another important source of relevance in today’s scripture reading.
It has to do with the contrast between the prevailing, almost exclusive,
understanding of mundane authority and the implicit view of ministry as service.

The power of service or ministry obviously leads to a saner, more wholesome
society than power for individuals to advance their own ego-trip or to re-assert
their authority over others. At the bottom of almost all anti-religious literature,
of which there is much nowadays, is the critique of religious organization or
religion as it has allied itself with controversial ethnic, national or other groups.
Yet the attacks are almost never levelled at religious figures such as Jesus, or
any of the Old Testament prophets, such as Moses. Our society still looks for
models to emulate, rather than mundane, publicity-seeking authoritarian figures.

All lectionary readings for today point to the central obligation not just of
individuals, such as you and I, confessing Christians, but churches, families,
nations to be God’s servants or ministers. This contrasts sharply with the views
of Calvin’s contemporary Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1529), living only a bit over
300 miles (about 500 kilometres, as the crow flies) to the southeast of Geneva in
Florence, Italy.

He has been regarded as the father of modern political science, mainly because
he wrote a book (The Prince), published in 1532, to get back into the graces of
the ruling de Medici family which had arrested, tortured and imprisoned him.
The book is a manual for any ruler on how to acquire and maintain personal
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power and authority with any means, however wicked. Religion is an important
means to just do that, Machiavelli asserts.

Yet all our readings for today, together with Calvin’s comments and modern
social science show that this view is too narrow and excludes the very marginal
people in any culture which God in Matthew 25:35 calls the hungry, the thirsty,
the strangers, the sick, the prisoners (all powerless individuals). They too are
part of a society. They too have to be incorporated and looked after, if that
society is to be cohesive, united and congenial for everyone. And as such they
have the power to avoid exclusion and division.

Peace, inclusion and reconciliation are the hallmarks of the servant which both
Isaiah, Jesus, the early Christians and Christ’s deputies and ambassadors regard
as essential for restoring the bruised reed, the smouldering wick and above all
for ‘justice to shine on every race, never faltering, never breaking down’, as our
text in Isaiah 42:3 requires.
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