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September 2, 2007

Each Sunday this month, we are going to talk about our walk with God. More specifically, we are going to talk about a way of walking with God that has been informed by our Baptist heritage. If you know us, you know that we have no desire to claim any kind of special privilege with God nor will we belittle the spiritual contributions that come from other Christians. We really do need one another. But our part of God’s family has made special contributions to the spiritual enterprise and I want to lift those up. 

During my sabbatical, Peggy and I visited Regents Park College which is a part of Oxford University. While we were there, Dr. John Briggs, a generous and gracious British historian gave half a day to talk with us about early Baptist beginning. He reminded me of things that I haven’t visited in 35 years. As a part of that conversation, he took us into the basement to a collection of rare books and pulled out a little volume called A Short Declaration of the Mystery of Iniquity.  There are 4 volumes of the original publication of that little book still in existence and he put one of them into my naked hands.  It may have been the most sacred moment of my sabbatical.
It was written by a man named Thomas Helwys, one of two men credited with starting the Baptist movement as we now know it. The other man was John Smyth.  In the effort to escape religious persecution in England and find a safe place to worship and serve God as they were led to worship and serve God, the two men led their little band of Separatists to Holland. Being Baptists, they had a disagreement and Helwys, a lawyer by trade, led his little group back to England to bear witness in the face of the inevitable persecution. Smyth stayed in Holland and tried to become a Mennonite. They wouldn’t take him!
In about 1612, Helwys published this little book, wrote a note and autographed a special copy for King James I and sent it to him. Shortly after that, Helwys was invited to spend some time at Newgate Prison and he was never heard from again. We can guess that the King was not pleased!

You will ask, “Why not?”  That little book is the first call in the English language for religious freedom. In my own hands, I held a first edition copy of the first call for religious liberty written in the English language. 

Let’s look at the special note that he sent to King James I, as in the King James Bible. 

Heare, O king, and despise not ye counsel of ye poore, and let their complaints come before thee. The king is a mortall man, and not God therefore hath no power over ye immortall soules of his subjects, to make lawes and ordinances for them, and to set spirituall Lords over them. If the king have authority to make spirituall Lords and lawes, then he is an immortall God and not a mortall man.

The King has no power over the souls of his subjects. If not the king, then who has that power?  The church? No, God and God alone.  For declaring that God and God alone is sovereign over the souls of men and women, Helwys spent the last days of his life in jail.

Where did he find the courage to write and publish his little book? Listen to the first line of his book. 

“The fear of the Almighty (through the work of his grace) having now at last overweighed in us the fear of men, we have thus far by the direction of God’s Word and Spirit, stretched out our hearts and hands with boldness to confess the name of Christ before men, and declare to prince and people plainly their transgressions….” (page 1)
His courage came from where it always comes from for Christians. It came from the Holy Spirit as he searched out the truth of the scriptures. It came from an experience with God. 

The bedrock principle in our walk with God is this; 

“Christ alone is Lord of the conscience” 

In our walk with God, there is no other authority, no other influence that competes with or compares to Jesus Christ. In matters of faith Christ alone is the Lord of the conscience. In matters of worship, Christ alone is Lord of the conscience. As we relate to our neighbors, Christ alone is Lord of the conscience. Our authority is Christ and Christ alone!

Is there a word from Holy Scripture? You can bet your life there is. Listen to Jesus, after his resurrection and just before he gave us the great commission in the Gospel of Matthew.   “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” Matthew 28:18 (NIV)
Let me say a quick word about authority. The authority that Jesus is claiming has nothing to do with weapons or armies or any kind of coercive power.  He does not claim the authority to force you to do anything.
His is the authority of expertise and knowledge. Five years ago, I paid a visit to a neurosurgeon who told me that I needed surgery on my neck. He used big words like paraplegic and vegetable to tell me about the seriousness of the problem.

So a short time later I went to the hospital where I allowed them to pump me full of drugs and stuff tubes into my body and take knives and saws and cut pieces from my vertebrae. That is not normal behavior! 

Why would anybody do that?  I did it because of the doctor’s authority. I trusted in his knowledge and expertise.  And I trusted in his good will towards me. I believed that he was working for my good and not for my harm.

That is the authority of Jesus. You can trust in his knowledge and expertise and you can trust that he is working for your good and not for your harm. That is his authority. 

When it comes to our relationship with God and neighbor, Jesus has no peer. Jesus alone is Lord of the conscience.

Does he have any competitors in this world?  Are there others who would claim the right to shape your conscience, to instruct you in your relationship with God and neighbor?

Pre-World War 2 Germany; the Nazis took over the church and the church then reinterpreted the Bible to justify the slaughter of Jews and the assault on Western Europe. They made it sound as though it were biblically justifiable. But there were others like Dietrich Bonhoeffer who said, in effect, that this does not match up to Jesus. Jesus is the final authority…period.

· There are authorities about who would make it ok, in the name of economic policy to neglect or injure the weak and the poor. 

· There are authorities out there that would make every form of sexual misbehavior acceptable from adultery to sex without commitment to pedophilia to homosexual abuse.  

· There are authorities that make it ok to neglect our parents or to ignore our children. Look out for yourself, they say. 

· Some would say that war justifies everything. 

· Some would say that sound business practice demands as much larceny as you can get away with. 

· Some would say that it is normal and good for young adults to experiment with drugs and sex and irresponsibility. 

· Some would say that in the interest of winning, cheating is sometimes ok, maybe always ok if you do not get caught. 

· Some authorities would say that one authority is as good as another – Jesus, Mohammed, Buddha, Dr. Laura, Oprah, Rush Limbaugh, John Stewart or Steven Colbert, --  they are all the same. 

· Just go to the one who feels good or who is entertaining or produces the most excitement and adrenalin. 

· Some would go with Harry Potter, or Bart Simpson or The Davinci Code! 

In our walk with God and in our relationship with our neighbor, there is one authority and only one and his name is Jesus and he is the Christ and he alone is the ultimate judge of the conscience. Every other would-be authority must stand under his scrutiny 

Christ alone is the Lord of the conscience and that is the way that we walk with God.
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