Liturgy:

Reading : 2 Cor. 1, 1 – 21

Text       : 2 Cor. 1, 20

Ps.  100 : 1,2,3
Ps.  100 : 4

Ps.    72 : 11

Ps.   111 : 1,4,5

Hy.    59 : 1,2,3
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

More than 250 years ago, in the year 1746, a minister within the Reformed Churches in The Netherlands wrote a little booklet about the ABC of faith; more specifically about the ABC how to live by faith.

The ABC – it’s taught in Grade 1 to children at primary school. Well, beloved, we too are children, children of God, who each day anew have to learn the ABC of faith. To learn – not so much the content of faith (doctrinally often we know it quite well), yet more importantly daily we have to learn how to live it, how to live the ABC of faith. Let us be honest, this is a daily struggle for all of us.
It is for this reason that I have decided to have a series of sermons on the ABC of faith. The Lord willing, 26 sermons with one specific aspect of faith dedicated to each individual letter of the alphabet, starting with the letter ‘A,’ to which I have dedicated the word ‘Amen’, the A of Amen. I have made this choice, especially in view of the beginning of a new season.
Amen at the beginning – For us ‘Amen’ is often a concluding word, at the end of a prayer or at the end of a sermon. Yet this morning we will start with the word ‘Amen’.
A new year lies ahead of us, a new year of being busy in using our talents to the glory of God. After all, that’s the purpose of our all living here on earth: to glorify God in all that we do, in our daily work in the office or at the work site, as mother caring for the family, or studying – indeed all this too is kingdom work. After all we don’t work in the first place for money, we don’t study to show off some good grades, instead God asks us to be good stewards of the things He has entrusted to us with the aim to glorify Him with it, each one of us individually with the talents we have been given. In addition, we also have to use these talents for the well-being of one another, since we are travelling together towards that final destination, the same destination for all of us: to be with the LORD forever.

That’s how we start a new season: in studying the Scriptures together, helping each other in understanding God’s Word; a new season of teaching in the catechism classes, of bringing home visits and so much other work to be done for the LORD.
A new season – perhaps some are looking forward to it. Others may look up against it. 2010 – Another year in the service of the LORD. What will it bring us? We don’t know. Yet when we live by faith close to the LORD, we may start this new season confident that God will carry us each day by His wonderful grace. God – that is He, who in and through Jesus Christ has said ‘Yes’ to us, even though we deserved God’s ‘No’, since because of our sins, we are totally undeserving of God’s ‘Yes’ towards us.
Yet, beloved, the miracle of faith is that we may look at God, what He has done for us in Jesus Christ. In faith, embracing Christ as Saviour, we no longer have to worry about the mess we sometimes make of our life. 
In faith, it’s no longer my strength, my money through which I want to build a future for myself, or the worries when being sick or when financially it’s tough to make ends meet. Instead, in faith we lay our lives, healthy or sick, prosperous or full of adversity – we lay it God’s hand, trusting that He will carry us by His unchanging faithfulness. The only thing God asks of us is to say ‘Amen’ to this: the A of Amen.
I have summarized this for you as follows:

GOD’S ‘YES’ IN CHRIST

CALLS FOR THE ‘AMEN’ OF FAITH

Dealing with this theme we will look at

1) God’s faithfulness in Christ

2) Our faithfulness through Christ

I
In 2 Cor. 1, 18, the apostle Paul writes, that God is faithful. In our text he reiterates this, saying that we can trust God always. When God promises something, He will also do it. Whereas human promises are often broken, God never breaks one of His promises. God’s ‘Yes’ is and remains ‘Yes’ always.

Why is all this so strongly emphasized in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians. The answer to this question we find in the verses, preceding our text, where we read that among the membership of the congregation at Corinth there was doubt about Paul’s integrity as apostle. Why was this? Well, some false teachers were sowing seeds of doubt among the membership regarding Paul, especially after he had made some change of plans with respect to visiting the congregation of Corinth. They used this as an argument to say: you cannot trust the man. The one minute he writes that he is coming and then some later he doesn’t even show up. Well, if that is the case, how can you trust his preaching? 
See, there, beloved, what was at stake, when Paul wrote his second letter to the congregation at Corinth, defending no so much his own reputation, but the truth of the gospel, which was being undermined by these false teachers.
You may wonder, how had this all started? Was Paul indeed so unreliable, saying that he would come and then all of sudden not be coming. Let us have a closer look at this to get the picture right, so to speak.
As I mentioned it, these false teachers indeed had jumped on a change Paul had made with respect to visiting the congregation at Corinth. In the concluding chapter of his first letter to this congregation Paul had written, Ch. 16, 5 – 7, “...” These verses make clear that Paul whilst in Ephesus, from where he wrote this first letter – Paul’s intention was: from Ephesus to visit Corinth from the North by way of land before he would leave the Aegean region to travel towards Judea. Paul later on also did this. Yet what Paul did not foresee was that shortly after having written 1 Corinthians, difficulties within the congregation at Corinth made it necessary to make just a quick visit to Corinth earlier than planned. A quick visit, hence by boat and not via land. This visit did not go so well. That’s why in this second letter it is referred to as a visit made in sorrow, Ch. 2, 1. After this visit, Paul did not straightaway go to Corinth again, as he initially had planned, but he wrote them a letter instead. This is the letter referred to in Ch. 2, 4, which is a third letter to the congregation in Corinth, written before 2 Corinthians was written. This letter we don’t have. So instead of going to Corinth straightaway again, Paul wrote a letter. The reason for this was also that the circumstances in Ephesus made it necessary to change the original itinerary. 
So, it was all complete explainable, why this change of travel plans had happened. Yet these false teachers simply used this saying, see how easily Paul changes what he has promised. Beloved, how often does this not happen also among us, that we form our opinions on a certain perception we have regarding a member within the congregation, even before we have gathered all the facts and information needed to come to a well-formed conclusion. Instead of doing our homework so to speak, we jump on what we perceive as being wrong, talk with others about it and in the process run down the name of a member within the congregation rashly and unheard. Beloved, let us be more careful in our response to certain things we think we know.

As I said before, these false teachers tried to make the most of Paul’s change of plans. They used  this to undermine Paul’s integrity also as preacher of the gospel. If you can’t trust the man, you can trust his preaching either.
How now does the apostle Paul respond to this in what is known to us as his second letter to the Corinthians, though actually it is his third letter. When it comes to this kind of criticism, Br. & Sr., you can do two things. Just simply ignore it, which at times can indeed be a good thing to do, especially in cases where it is obvious to everyone that what is said is mere slander. Why should you defend yourselves against criticism of which each one can see it is totally untrue.

Yet, in case where this slander becomes a hindrance for the furtherance of the gospel, it becomes more serious. Well, this was the case in Corinth.  Hence Paul’s strong reaction in vs. 18, “...” The way this is written is almost like an oath, showing what is at stake here. 
The apostle speaks here about ‘our word’, referring to the gospel as it was preached by him and his fellow workers. Paul is saying here don’t use what you have against me to criticize the gospel. Again, beloved, at times this so easily happens also among us. We have a certain perception about an office bearer, criticize him and use this then as an excuse not having to listen to what he says. In other words, at times, we too so easily focus on men, instead of directing the focus on the gospel that is brought us. Of course, office bearers are not faultless either and should be willing to examine themselves, when there are things people rightly criticize them for. But we should never use this as an excuse not to have to listen to what they say to us in the Name of the LORD, for then we are depriving ourselves from the riches by which God wants to comfort us in the promises He has given us. So easily it can happen in cases like these that we become bitter and as a result we find no longer any comfort, when going to church, for example, when as certain minister preaches of whom we might have a dislike, or similarly when a certain elder visits us. Paul saw this happening in Corinth as result of the slander of these false teachers. No, Paul was not worried at all about what they said about him as a person. Yet what did concern him that in the process the truth of the gospel was undermined. Hence his forceful reaction, vs. 18, “....”
God is faithful – the word faithful is chosen her on purpose in connection  with the word ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’, which are also used here. They all have a similar meaning. They all point to the fact that God is reliable. Paul thus defends the truth of the gospel by pointing to His Sender. It is God’s Word what I may bring to you and in Him there is no ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. You never have to doubt God. What He speaks is trustworthy and reliable always. Vs. 20a, “All the promises of God in Him are ‘Yes’.” In Him – that is in Christ Jesus, who is at the centre of all God’s promises. He is the One, in whom all God’s promises spoken by the prophets of the OT came true. 
Jesus Christ – in vs. 19 called by Paul the Son of God. This title of our Saviour is not often used by Paul. Yet using it here Paul lays a connection with vs. 18, where Paul wrote, “God is faithful”. Well, by the sending of His Son, the promised Messiah, God had shown His faithfulness.

Beloved, in Christ God has shown to us His ‘Yes’, even though we deserved God’s ‘No’. We were and daily still are totally undeserving of the love God has shown also to us in Jesus Christ, and yet His ‘Yes’ remains ‘Yes’. God is not the one day for us and the next day against us. God is faithful always. All His promises towards us are ‘Yes’ in Jesus Christ.
God says ‘Yes’ to us when He comes to us with His blessing, even though we deserve His curse, since Christ bore this curse for us and in our place. By giving Himself as a sacrifice for us, Christ put God’s ‘No’ towards us at the cross, so that we now are safe with God always, in all circumstances of life, even though at times we may have to travel through deep valleys. At times like these, God’s ‘Yes’ does not all of sudden turn into a ‘No’. Also then we may keep clinging to God’s ‘Yes’, i.e. to the trustworthiness of God’s promises, who in Jesus Christ has adopted us to be His children and who at the time of our baptism has said to us, “I will always be there for you. Nothing can separate you from My love.”  Beloved, what a glorious gospel this is: God is faithful, always. In Christ His promises always remain ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’.  These are the riches of being a covenant child.
Yet – as we hear it every time when the Form for the Baptism is read – since every covenant contains a promises and an obligation, God’s ‘Yes’ in Christ towards us calls for the ‘Amen of faith’ from our side, which brings us to the second point of this morning’s sermon.

II
In the first point of the sermon we had a closer look at God’s faithfulness in Christ, in whom all God’s promises are ‘Yes’. In the second point of the sermon we now we will look at our faithfulness through Christ. We do so by focussing in more detail on vs. 20b, which reads, “and in Him Amen, to the glory of God through us.” In 2 Cor. 1, 20 both from God’s side, as well as from our side, everything is focussed on Christ. God’s promises come through in Christ. We say the ‘Amen’ (Hebrew for ‘It is true’), we say this ‘Amen’ through Christ to the glory of God. Christ is shown here as the ‘go-between’, the Mediator, in whom God speaks to us and through whom we, having received the message, respond back to God, saying ‘Amen’.
Indeed, all our speaking to God is always ‘through Christ’. That’s why we conclude our prayers, saying ‘we ask all this of Thee in Jesus’ Name’. Christ Himself also said, “No one can come to the Father, but through Me!” Thus we can glorify God only through Christ, who brings our imperfect praising of God in  perfect form before the Father, pleading on His sacrifice not only where it concerns our supplications, but also with respect to our thanksgiving, our praises, our glory we bring to God praising His Name. 

This all happens through Christ, not only in heaven but also on earth.  Since it is only through the Holy Spirit, who came to dwell in us after Christ had gone to heaven – it is only through the renewing work of the Holy Spirit within us that we are able to bring glory to God. From ourselves we would never do this. Yes it is the Spirit, who puts the ‘Amen’ of our text on our lips.
What is this ‘Amen’? It’s saying from our side that God’s promises are true indeed. It’s true what we read in Scripture about the redeeming work of Christ. Lord, I do not doubt it, but I embrace it in faith and out of thankfulness I now also want to live for Thee in faithfulness not in own strength but through Christ, so that in my life Thou may receive the glory due to Thee.

From 1 Cor. 14, 16 we learn that in the early Christian Church is was customary to say ‘Amen’ as a confirmation of what was said, or what was preached. Amen – it is true, certain, even more certain than I may feel it in my heart, LD 52 HC. In faith saying ‘Amen’ to the trustworthy promises of God, not doubting them, but thanking God for them, we bring indeed glory to God.
So on the one hand, Christ is God’s ‘Amen’ to us. In Christ God has shown to us that His promises are true indeed. Amen – it is true. Christ in His redeeming work embodies this Amen of God towards us. In Him all God’s promises of the OT came true, flesh in the most literal sense of the word. In Christ, God says ‘Yes’ to us sinners. 
However, this ‘Yes’ of God calls for a ‘Yes’ from our side. In a very formal way, we responded with this ‘Yes’ on the day that we made profession of faith, which at times is called a response to our baptism. Our Baptism signifies and seals the promises God has given us, signifies and seals God’s ‘Yes’ towards us. Well, by professing our faith, we say ‘Yes’ to God, committing our life to LORD. Yet, beloved, this ‘Yes’ of our profession of faith, must now also get flesh and blood so to speak in our daily ‘Yes’ to God by living a life to the glory of God through Christ. That’s how we are called to embody our ‘Amen’ towards God.

We all realize that we can’t do this from ourselves. Yet God doesn’t require that either. The verses 21+ 22 make this clear, “...” These verses clearly show it’s all God’s work. God establishes us, i.e. helps us to persevere in faith. This happens through the work of the Holy Spirit within us. The anointment mentioned in vs. 21 refers to this.  At the same time, the Spirit is also a guarantee that God indeed does what He says. This also shows how the three persons within the Holy Trinity work together to make our redemption complete, and this with the aim that we indeed never have to doubt any word spoken by God. Instead, we will start bringing praise to God, saying ‘Amen’. LORD, it is true indeed. All Thy promises, LORD, how great and wonderful they are: trustworthy and reliable always. To thee, O LORD, be all praise and glory.
Beloved, that’s in a nutshell the embodiment of the ‘Amen’, God wants to hear from us. An example of this ‘Amen’ you find in the concluding verses of Psalm 72, vss. 18 + 19, “...” A similar example we find in Psalm 106, 48, “...”
Amen – it is true, God is at my side. God’s trustworthy and reliable promises are the secure foundation on which we may build our life. This brings us already to the B of Building, on which we will focus next week Sunday, the Lord willing.

More precisely I should not say: God’s promises are the secure foundation on which we may build our life, but Jesus Christ, in whom all God’s promises are ‘Yes’, ‘Amen’. LORD, in response I also want to express my ‘Amen’. Yet from myself, O LORD I cannot do this, so I offer it to Thee through Christ. An ‘Amen’ not just in words, but above all in deeds, so that by the way we live – a living faith – God may indeed receive the glory due to Him.
May the LORD through His Spirit help all of us to live this way, so that in all we do and wherever we are we live in word and deed what we confess when we say ‘Amen’
That’s how we may start a new season of being busy in the service to the LORD, carried by God’s ‘Amen’ towards us. Beloved, whoever really has seen and understood the riches of this ‘Amen’ of God has only one desire to say from his side now also ‘Amen’ and this as I said it before not just in words, but above all in deeds, each day living our faith to the glory of God. May the LORD give us in this way a very blessed season. 
Realize, beloved, when we say it this way, it means a commitment. But then, that’s what we already promised on the day that we made profession of our faith, “to commit our whole life to the LORD’s service as a living member of His church.” May the LORD help all us to honour this commitment in our daily ‘Amen’ towards God through Christ the Saviour of our life, the King whose name we are professing.
Amen.
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