The 21st Sunday after Pentecost
October 5, 2008
Text:  Philippians 3:4b-14
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Back in the 1980’s and 1990’s, there was a famous rock star in Minneapolis, whose name was Prince.  And because of some kind of feud with his record label, he changed his name to a symbol….to this [hold up the Prince symbol].  Now, most newspapers and magazines, when they referred to his name, they didn’t print the symbol, but rather they called him:  The artist formerly known as Prince.
You realize, don’t you, that’s a good biblical description?  There are several Bible characters who could describe themselves that way.

· Abraham, formerly known as Abram.

· Sarah, formerly known as Sarai.

· Peter, formerly known as Simon.

· And, of course, the most famous of them all:  Paul, formerly known as Saul.

In our Second Reading today, from Philippians, we get Paul’s description of that famous transformation in his life, how Saul became Paul.

Paul begins by describing his former life as Saul.  Oh, Saul had been a tremendous success at religion.  He had been born into the right Hebrew family, good Jewish stock, out of the tribe of Benjamin…and wasn’t Benjamin Jacob’s favorite son?  Saul became a Pharisee, and he excelled at all the requirements of being a Pharisee, very faithful with respect to the Jewish law and way of life.  In fact, he had been so zealous a Pharisee, so protective of the Jewish religion, that he had begun persecuting Christians!

But now, Paul – formerly known as Saul – says that he counts all of his former life as….as….as what?  As rubbish!  That’s how my “sanitized” version of the Bible translates it.  But the really accurate translation is much more offensive than that.  It’s dung!  Crap!  The stuff that farmers shovel out of their barns and throw on the manure pile!
“All that stuff that used to be a part of my life as Saul,” Paul says, “I throw it all out.  I empty myself of it all.”

Once upon a time a brilliant disciple came to an old, wise spiritual master, seeking wisdom.  When they met, the younger, brilliantly educated seeker began talking about how much he had studied and how much he knew.  He talked and talked and talked….oh, he asked a few questions, but rarely did he give the old man a chance to answer.

Finally the old man took a cup into which he had served the younger man tea.  He filled it up, and then he kept on filling it.  It poured over the cup into the saucer, and then overflowed onto the table, and then ran off onto the floor.

Finally the young man insisted, “Stop!!  What are you doing?”  The wise master answered, “You came seeking wisdom.  But I cannot give you anything.  You are already too full to receive anything from me.  Come back after you have emptied yourself.”

That’s what happened to Paul (formerly known as Saul) when he came to know Jesus Christ:  he emptied himself….he emptied himself.  That’s actually a theological word….It comes from the Greek verb, , “to empty.”

And here’s the most famous passage where that Greek verb is used….and guess what?....it too is from Paul’s letter to the Philippians, chapter 2 – in fact, it was our Second Reading last Sunday:

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself –  – taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.

And what’s the main difference between Saul and Paul?  Between his former life and his present life?  Now Paul knows Jesus!  Knowing that the Lord Jesus Christ emptied himself for Saul, empowers Paul to empty himself.  And that is our theme for this morning:  knowing that the Lord Jesus Christ emptied himself for me empowers me to empty myself.

Tony Campolo tells this story about self-emptying.  Let’s let him tell it in his own words:

I was walking down the street in Philadelphia and a bum came towards me.  I mean a dirty, filthy guy.  He was covered with soot from head to toe.  You couldn’t believe how messed up he was.  He had this huge beard and there was rotted food stuck in his beard.  As he approached me, he held out a cup of McDonald’s coffee and said, “Hey, mister, want some of my coffee?”

I looked at his dirty, filthy personhood and said, “Thanks, but that’s OK,” and I walked by him.  The minute I passed him, I knew I was doing the wrong thing, so I turned around and said, “Excuse me, I would like some of your coffee.”  I took some of his coffee and sipped it and gave it back to him.  I said, “You’re being generous.  How come you’re being so generous today?”

And this bum looked at me and he said, “Because the coffee was especially delicious today and I think that when God gives you something good, you ought to share it with people.”

I didn’t know how to handle that, so I said, “Can I give you anything?”  I thought that he would hit me up for five dollars.

He said, “No.”  Then he said, “Yeah, yeah, I’ve changed my mind, there is something you can give me.  You can give me a hug.”

As I looked at him, I was hoping for the five dollars!  He put his arms around me and I put my arms around him.  And as I in my establishment dress and he in his filthy garb hugged each other on the street, I had the strange awareness that I wasn’t hugging a bum, I was hugging Jesus.  I found Jesus in that suffering man.

Knowing that the Lord Jesus Christ had emptied himself for Tony Campolo, empowered Tony to empty himself for others.

Martin Luther knew about this emptying, this self-surrender, too.  He writes about how we all want to offer God something in exchange for his grace, but what we really need to do is to empty ourselves.  Luther writes:

Even when [faith] is taught in the best possible way, it is difficult enough to learn it well.  We cannot think anything except that, if I have lived a holy life and done many great works, God will be gracious to me.  The heart is always ready to boast of itself before God and say, “After all, I have preached so long and lived so well and done so much, surely God will take this into account.”

No, when you come before God, leave all that boasting at home.  I myself have now been preaching and cultivating it through reading and writing for almost 20 years and still I feel the old clinging dirt of wanting to deal so with God that I may contribute something, so that he will have to give me his grace in exchange for my holiness.  Still I cannot get it into my head that I should surrender myself completely to sheer grace; yet this is what I should do and must do.”

Knowing that the Lord Jesus Christ has emptied himself for you, empowers you to empty yourself for others.

Sometimes that emptying takes awhile.  Sometimes there’s a heck of a lot to empty!  At least that’s the way this one young man described it, calling himself “the teenager from hell.”  He ended up in seminary, studying to become a pastor, and one day someone asked how he had gotten there.  Here’s his story:

I was the teenager from hell.  I gave my parents all sorts of problems.  Started drinking in the 9th grade, doing drugs not long after.  It’s a miracle that I graduated from high school, stranger still that I got admitted to college.

I started in, but I was drinking a lot, screwing around, and it wasn’t long before I flunked out.  A friend invited me to AA.  It took a while, but gradually my life came back together.  I started attending this little UCC church near the campus.  I had sobered up and by then I was back in school.  One day the pastor asked me if I would help out with the youth group.  I hesitated, but she persisted, so I gave it a try.  And after two years of that, I began to think that God was calling me to be a pastor.
So I went to visit my parents to tell them.  “You’re not going to believe this,” I said, “but I think God is calling me to be a pastor.”

My mother started to cry, and she said, “I am so embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed?” I said.  “I can think of a lot of things you might be feeling, but ‘embarrassed’?”

She said, “You don’t know this, but we had trouble having a child, having you.  I had had several miscarriages.  One day I went to church and I heard this story, this story about Hannah and how she had trouble having a child and how she had gone to the temple and prayed and promised that if she had a child she would dedicate him to the Lord  to be a priest, a minister.  And so I did that.”

“You did what?” I said.  And she responded, “Well, how was I to know it would work?  I mean, I thought it was a Baptist thing and we were Congregationalists!”

But that’s how I got to seminary.  I think that somehow, God is at work, that God is up to something, that God can even use a teenager from hell.

Knowing that the Lord Jesus Christ has emptied himself for you, empowers you to empty yourself for others.

Sometimes our lives just have too much stuff in them.  And we have to be emptied of that stuff before we can move on.  Rachel Remen tells a story about little Kenny, the child of some good friends of hers.  She and Kenny would spend a lot of time playing with his two tiny Hot Wheels cars, running them from windowsill to windowsill, racing them against one another, and just really enjoying themselves.
At that time a gas station began a new promotion:  a new Hot Wheels car would be given away with each “fill up”.  So Rachel convinced all of her friends to buy gasoline there, and soon she had collected every single Hot Wheels car ever made.  And Rachel gave them to Kenny in a big box.  They filled every windowsill and nook and cranny in his bedroom.

But, funny thing:  Kenny quit playing with any of the Hot Wheels.  When Rachel asked him why, he replied, in a quavery little voice:  “I don’t know how to love this many cars, Rachel.”

Sometimes we just have too much stuff, and we have to empty ourselves.  One last time, our theme for this morning:  Knowing that the Lord Jesus Christ has emptied himself for you, empowers you to empty yourself for others.

