Confessions: 1 Timothy 6:11-21    A Good Confession

Nov 5, 2017
Our series on Anabaptism continues today exploring Confessions of Faith.  This little book, Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective, has gotten me into trouble on a number of occasions.  There was the ill fated reading of Article 24, “The Reign of God”, during an Adult Ed session (January 24, 2016).  The dualistic sentiments of Article 24 struck everyone present, me included, the wrong way.  The Confession has not been invoked in class since—itself relegated to the realms beyond the river Styx.  In the old days I used the Confession as a way to begin conversations with those exploring faith, baptism, or church membership.  Like a drum beat each article in this Confession begins with the phrase “we believe”; well, what if I do not believe in a particular article or a particular phrase within an article, do I still belong?   This situation coupled with some of the unfortunate language I mentioned earlier really turned a number of people off, and I regret that.  I have decided Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective is more of a burden than a blessing in these conversations.  And then there was that stressful meeting several decades back with the committee tasked in discerning my suitability for ministry in which the Confession was being used more as a hammer than a platform for discussion.

Given the trouble I have endured on account of this little book [hold up Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective], it may seem odd that I have chosen to center my reflections this morning on confession.  The truth of the matter is that I think a “good confession” (1st Tim 6:13) is important.  Confession appears in various guises throughout the biblical texts.  Our scripture reading this morning notes that in his testimony before Pilate Jesus Christ “made the good confession” (1st Tim 6:13).   As a side note, prior to this week I had never considered that Jesus made a confession; we have been taught to confess Jesus but I have never given focused study to the way in which Jesus confessed faith.   Within our tradition the first Mennonites made confessions at a phenomenal rate.   In our spiritual development confession is a part of faith formation, according to Thomas Long.
   A series on Early Anabaptism is the perfect time to reaffirm a good confession.  What makes a good confession?  To explore this question let us start with the Bible.
Reflections on Biblical Confession:

“Hear O Israel:  the Lord is our God, the Lord alone.  You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and with all your might.  Keep these words I am commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your children and when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise” (Dt 6:4-7).  This is, I think, the first confession which appears in the Bible.  Following the example of the scholar-martyr Rabbi Akiba (2nd century ad), the Shema has been uttered by Jewish martyrs throughout the ages as their final profession of faith in the one God of humankind and their love for [God].  Pious Jews hope to die with the words of the Shema on their lips.
  Jesus identified the Shema as the greatest command (Matt 22:37) and clarified that fully confessing the Shema entails living it. “The divine who performs righteous acts requires it of humans; the compassionate God requires the display of a similar compassion...empowering them to become a community dedicated to God’s justice and peace”.
 
Living the good confession—here we have identified a theme which will reoccur through the sermon.  At one level “confessions” are those things we declare with our mouths, and at a significantly deeper level our “confession” is how we live.  Clearly Jesus knew the significance of speaking the Shema; and clearly Jesus understood the call to confess the Shema with the very essence of life.

People have often quoted me Romans 10:9 that if you “confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”  This verse from Romans is greatly modified in light of the good confession, the lived confession, that Jesus made.  Romans 10:9 must be set alongside Matthew 7:21 where Jesus himself says, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.”  To confess Jesus will mean, like Jesus, doing the will of God.

This is not to suggest that the words we use are unimportant.  In the Biblical world view a spoken confession often brings something into being.  In circles of linguistic theory and biblical criticism this phenomena is called “performative speech act”:  utterances or sentences which not only describe a given reality, but also changing the social reality they are describing.  For example, God speaks creation into being.  The blessings and curses of the law are made effective, in part, by their reading from mountains Gerizim and Ebal (Dt 27:11ff).  Or consider the world series and that which makes a thrown pitch a strike or ball.  We have fancy cameras which give us a precise strike zone, but in the end it is the utterance of the umpire which causes a pitch to be made a strike or ball.  When the umpire speaks, reality is created.  I mean no disrespect to baseball, but we do this in the church with more significant stakes.  Couples stand up and profess marriage vows and maybe, in some small way, speaking the vows empower the couple to live into them.  People kneel and profess a desire to follow the way of Jesus and maybe, in some small way, speaking these intentions help us live into the way of Jesus.  The professions we make do not guarantee anything, but they do point us in a direction.  The spoken confession shapes the lived confession.

Before I leave the biblical section of the sermon I want to highlight two additional forms of confession, and both relate to times of less confidence.  There is this great story in Mark 9 (vv 14-29) of a dedicated father who has brought his son for a cure.  The disciples can do nothing about the boy’s affliction.  The father appeals to Jesus.  Jesus tells him “all things are possible for the one who believes”.  In a sentiment which rings true for many of us, the father responds, “I believe, help my unbelief”.  He wants to trust Jesus, and acknowledges that such trust is hard.  Confessing our struggle to believe, to have faith, is perhaps one way in which Jesus brings healing to the thrashing child within us and among us.  Confession is not about certainty.   Rather, it is about trust.  In his Dynamics of Faith Paul Tillich makes the point that the opposite of faith is certainty, not doubt.  A good confession will necessarily leave some room for doubt.
Another form of confession I want to note is that of confessing failure.  Psalm 51, Daniel 9:4ff, 1st John 1:9 each reflect the all too real situation that we live our confessions imperfectly.  I want to do things right; I want my people to do things right.  But we don’t always do the right thing, do we?  If confessing these errors can un-encumber us from the weight of failure permitting us to live better, I am all for the liturgical confession and words of insurance.  If our confessions of failure do nothing to change behaviour, I am sceptical.  As were the Protestant reformers 500 years ago.  And that takes me to a few reflections on confessions within 16th Mennonite circles.
Reflections on Confessions in Anabaptisms / Mennonite history

Anabaptists / Mennonites have created more confessions than Lutherans, the Reformed, Anglican, or any other sub-category of the Reformation.
   This is somewhat interesting given a quip by Menno Simmons that the “Scriptures do not need interpretation; they need only to be obeyed”.
  Personal confessions from first and second generation Mennonites abound in the court documents from the day.  Statements were recorded from these Mennonites as magistrates and teachers of theology cross examined them trying to figure out the theology that made these people misbehave.
  In courts of law they were required to explain their actions with words and these statements are confessions of faith.  At a congregational level it also became import to give language to the sets of Christian practices being renewed and developed within the Anabaptist communities.  With a variety of reform movements in central Europe it soon became beneficial to create confessions for self definition on the one hand and also differentiation from other Protestants on the other hand.  Mennonite confessions have generally been written “for a specific purpose for a particular time and place”.
   It is maybe for these reasons that there have been at least 14 official Mennonite Confessions of Faith written in our 500 years of history, and that is just within our side of the family tree.  This averages out to one every 35 years or so – which is roughly one every generation.
  Is it not appropriate that each generation re-writes the confession of faith for relevance to our time and place?   This highlights the gift and limitations of any written confession:  it is conditioned by time. Throughout all the various iterations of these written confessions there has been one constant.  It is the understanding of Mennonite confessions that they are to be lived.  And this takes me to my final section—a contemporary look at confessions of faith.  As is my habit, I offer three potential applications of the day’s topic with the understanding that additional potential applications go unnamed.
First, if we say God is important, like the Shema and the New Testament and our Confessions suggest, then we are asked to live that way.  In the context of 1st Timothy 6 the testing ground of a good confession came in the area of wealth.  “Riches tend to make people proud and haughty (cf. Rom 11:20), encouraging the thought that wealth either gives superiority or can simply buy what is wanted.  Wealth tends to give the rich a sense of security for the future that others do not have (v.17)...The rich, it should be noted, are condemned not for being rich but for indulging in the attitudes toward God and others that riches breed.  Their safeguard is to use their wealth in doing good, sharing generously and liberally”.
   Like the Shema and Jesus affirmed, a good confession will strive to put God first.  This will then be reflected in our behaviour in the realms of money, sex, power and other arenas in which ethics play a role.

A second application I see from this study is the importance of an evolutionary theology which meets the evolutionary demands of our world.  If we were to update this Confession [hold up Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective] I would hope for greater attention to the place of Jesus in inter-faith dialogue; words that help us live well in a pluralistic world.  From the context of this congregation I would hope for some reflection on sexual ethics within non-heterosexual partnerships; words that affirm fidelity and mutuality among all our couples.  And what exactly does Sabbath mean in a technological world in which the internet runs 24 hours a day?; we would benefit from words that help us reclaim holy time.  A contemporary confession of faith needs to say something about climate change; words that guide us into sustainable living.  These are important questions with which we are living.  The point of these words would be, as always, to shape lives patterned on Christ for this world.  In this respect our theology must be evolutionary for the world is always changing.  God invites us into formation of a people relevant to the demands of the day and yet rooted in the eternal Christ.
Finally, this work can not and should not be done alone.  Our history of considering our confession for this time and place needs to be done in community.  This is a significant challenge in the highly personalized and individualistic society we have become.  We place more value on self sufficiency than communal discernment.  And yet communal discernment is what our confessional tradition asks of us.  As HWB #594 noted, God sometimes speaks in wonders, whispers, silence, scriptures and God always speaks through Jesus.  It is the community which ultimately helps discern the voice of Jesus within the wonders, whispers, silence and scriptures.   Living into our confessional heritage based upon our understanding that God can and does speak through every person will mean that we have structures which permit that kind of dialogue.  This very point necessitates a sermon on the theology of church.   To launch into that topic now would unduly tax the ears and stomachs of the souls gathered this day.  There are many good reasons to make a congregation cranky, but preaching too long on a potluck Sunday is not one of them.  So, I will pick up this tread of an Anabaptist theology of Church on November 19.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church

� Thomas Long, Testimony:  Talking Ourselves into Being Christian (San Francisco:  Jossey-Bass, 2004), p. 6.


� https://www.britannica.com/topic/Shema.


� John G. Gammie, Holiness in Israel (Minneapolis:  Augsburg Fortress Press, 1989), p. 111.


� C.J. Dyck quoted by Karl Koop on an Equipping Day presentation on “Confessions of Faith” at the October 2015 MC Saskatchewan Equipping Day held in Eigenheim Church.


� Quoted by C.J. Dyck in the foreword of Howard John Loewen’s One Lord, One Church, One Hope, and One God:  Mennonite Confessions of Faith (Elkhart, IN: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 1985), p. 16.


� Karl Koop lecture.


� C.J. Dyck in the foreword of One Lord, One Church, One Hope, and One God, p. 16.


� Karl Koop lecture.


� James D.G. Dunn, “First and Second Letters to Timothy” in The New Interpreter’s Bible:  A Commentary in Twelve Volumes (volume 11), (Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 2000), p. 830.





