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‘In Christ, God was reconciling the world to himself’  

 Sermon preached by Rev. Bruce Barber 
 

 

Being either a son, or perhaps a daughter, of the manse or parsonage, as the case may 

be, was not always much fun sixty or eighty years ago. To my knowledge, there are at 

least six or seven of us here this morning with this heritage who might agree that if it 

was good enough for the rest of the population to know themselves to be ‘a little 

lower than the angels’, as the eighth Psalm puts it, we were expected actually to 

outrank these heavenly beings. That we are still here is testimony to the fact that it 

can’t have been all that bad. To name but some luminaries similarly afflicted, Bob 

Hawke and Geoffrey Blainey come to mind as sons of the manse who triumphed in 

different ways; John Button and Philip Adams had a hard time of it, while Manning 

Clark seemed never to have really got the point. Of course, these debilitating 

expectations have faded these days, living as we do in such a now secularised society. 

 

You may well be wondering where this is going – and you would be right. Bear with 

me. My own ministerial father was certainly no slouch in the pulpit. As a young 

teenager, I have never forgotten a remark he passed in a sermon: ‘The world’ he said 

‘is like a man who has lost his glasses, and who must find them before he can begin to 

look for them.’ It might equally have been a woman, though men, as we are always 

being told, are notorious for not being able to find anything. So: ‘The world is like a 

man who has lost his glasses, and he must find them before he can begin to look for 

them’. 

 

I thought then that that was quite cute, certainly as a reasonable description of 

burgeoning adolescence. The fact that 60 years later I recall it must say something.  It 

is, of course, a perfect foil for our text: ‘In Christ, God was reconciling the world to 

himself’. If the world can’t find itself, God can, so we are being told. This 

unequivocally is the central text of the New Testament.  Previous generations knew it 

as “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself”, and that seems to have the 

Greek text on its side, so that countless articles, monographs and books have been 

written pondering how it was that God was ‘in Christ’. The NRSV saves us this 

trouble, cutting as it does to the real chase: ‘In Christ, God was…’; not ‘God was in 

Christ….’ 

 

Why is this text of increasing importance for our time? While the great truth too often 

forgotten is that it is in the nature of people to do good to one another, nevertheless 

we find ourselves living in an increasingly reductionist and narcissistic climate, where 

everything collapses into the vacuum that is the individual. The late Pope called it a 

‘culture of death’. Should you think the primacy of the self to be an exaggeration, 

consider how we have to endure the now universal, and surely not altogether innocent, 



replacement of “Peter and I went to the football” with “Me and Peter went…”. Could 

such grammatical monstrosities actually replicate the rampant individualism of a 

culture that puts the self at the centre of reality? There must be some connection 

between cultural consciousness and its outcome in speech. Or perhaps it is simply a 

case of not knowing why and when “I’ is correct and when “me”. Somehow it always 

sounds more ‘cultured’ to employ “I” everywhere!  

 

In this reduction of reality to the individual, Churches have had a considerable part to 

play. Nineteenth century revivalism, theology and piety have done something to help 

this along. We can be thankful that with the advent of the Australian Hymn book we 

no longer have been required to sing such heterodox, if not heretical, offerings like, to 

cite but one of many:  “Blessed assurance Jesus is mine”, where nothing but the 

personal pronoun singular is permitted.  By way of comparison, Charles Wesley, for 

one, knew how to get the personal pronoun right, insisting that where God is 

concerned, it must always be the case that he has made me his, before I dare to say 

that he is mine.  But today Charles and Paul are in total agreement about the cosmic 

scope of the gospel, which is why we really do need to change the final hymn, where 

we will sing this universal theme in every line: ‘In Christ, God was reconciling, not 

just you and me, but the world…’ 

 

This should not be unexpected, given that the Bible begins with the creation of a 

world and ends with a promise of new heaven and new earth where the old has passed 

away. And everywhere in the pages of both Old and New Testaments, world history is 

the crucible for the accomplishment of the redemptive acts of God.  

 

Not for nothing, then, has the lectionary for today teamed this world about a cosmic 

context with the drama of the two brothers - which we know unhelpfully as the 

parable of the Prodigal son. Here we have an exquisite illustration of two ways of 

living in the world – the superficiality of the hedonistic quest, we might say, in the 

figure of the prodigal, and the tyranny of the ethical in the person of the sullen elder 

brother. Both ways will eventually reveal themselves to be dead ends.  The irony of 

the parable is, of course, that effectively both sons are lost – the one in the 

geographical far country, and the other, equally lost, who stayed at home and grimly 

worked. Both could have happily lived in the Father’s house, but instead each decided 

to find the meaning of life on his own terms. And the Father says to each: Yes, you 

can do this, and then they both mucked it up.  

 

Now the most interesting line in the parable is surely this: ‘And when he came to 

himself’. This has to be the most liberating text in the Bible – the permission of the 

God of the gospel to wait until the world comes to its senses – no hell fire and 

damnation here. What monstrous and dreadful fates of this kind have been inflicted on 

the sub-conscious of a world now well and truly in the far country, but recalling only 

these lurid images. 

The truth is much less dramatic. Each of the brothers had to ‘come to himself’ – both 

had to realise that life could, indeed must, be lived in the world, but that in truth, 

wherever we hide, the world has got us one way or another. 

 

‘The world is like a man who has lost his glasses and must find them before he 

can begin to look for them’ 

 



We come from both worlds – every Sunday we come from the far country into the 

Father’s house – perhaps only for a moment, and then we are returned to the burdens 

that have been created for us, and which, sometimes willingly, sometimes sadly, we 

lay on ourselves. 

 

My father was surely right – allow for me for the moment the beautiful symmetry of 

both senses of the word Father! 

 

We have been much exercised in recent months with trying to understand what form 

our contemporary mission in the world must take. It has sometimes been said that this 

mission might be described as ‘keeping the rumour of God alive’. That is likely to be 

somewhat more difficult than it appears, since the very word God has come to 

represent the major problem for increasing numbers. So: what needs to happen just 

here for a world that has lost its glasses and must find them before it can begin to look 

for them? 

 

Perhaps the mission is not so much to keep the rumour of God alive but rather to 

express the hospitality of the Father who lets both sons ‘come to themselves’ only 

because the Father already knows what life would be like for both of them determined 

to forge a life for themselves in their respective far countries; and that even, and 

perhaps especially, for the elder brother, who like the Pharisees and Scribes to whom 

the parable is directed has a similar complaint: “This fellow welcomes sinners and 

eats with them’.  

 

Understandably, this parable has from the beginning exercised the imaginations of 

Christians down though the ages. The most bizarre must certainly be that of the early 

Church Father, Tertullian, in the second century who must be awarded first prize for 

the art of allegorising. Here he is at his best - or worst - in his exposition of the 

parable: 

 

The elder son is the Jew, the younger the Christian. The legacy the younger 

claimed is that knowledge of God which a man has by birthright; the citizen in 

the far country to whom he hired himself is the devil. The robe bestowed on 

the returning prodigal is that sonship which Adam lost at the Fall; the ring is 

the sign and seal of baptism. The feast is the Lord’s Supper. And who is the 

fatted calf slain for the feast but the Saviour himself? 

 

Marvellously imaginative, but fantastic stuff surely!  

In our own day, the parable has been employed in much more modest, but perhaps 

even more striking terms. Let me cite only two. First, the Swiss theologian, Karl 

Barth, expounded the centrality of the work of Christ as ‘the way of the Son of God 

into the far country’. In this respect he understood how it is that the parable becomes 

the fleshing out of what Paul today has put in more prosaic terms – ‘he made him to 

be sin for us who knew no sin’. And here, even today, in our contemporary country far 

from the Father’s house, the Son by doing nothing but being there, waits; waits until 

the frivolous dissolute, exhausted by so many choices, comes to himself. And waits 

also for the burdened Son who, even while apparently at home, yet living an alienated 

life under law, can only explode in protest at such radical unfairness. 

 



All this gives full force to a second contemporary image of the parable, that of ‘the 

Waiting Father’, made memorable by the German theologian and preacher Helmut 

Thielicke. 

 

The way of the Son of God into the far country, and the waiting Father. Both images 

have something of central importance to say to us today about our mission in a culture 

of death. 

‘The world is like a man who has lost his glasses and must find them before he 

can begin to look for them.’ 

But let us be of good cheer: ‘In Christ, God was reconciling the world to himself…. - 

and we must add, not only was, but is and will so reconcile. And if it remains true 

that, even more remarkably, this message of reconciliation continues to be committed 

even to us, it will surely, in the last analysis, have to take a shape like that of the 

Father in the parable - a ministry of waiting. 

 

*** 


