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Pent 3   St Petri     29/06/2014 
 

This is our heritage 
 
Text:  My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways.  My 
word will not return to me empty but it will accomplish what I intend, and 
prosper in what I sent it to do.  
(Is 55:8,11) 
 
Dear Friends in Christ, 

 God is full of surprises.  His thoughts are not our 
thoughts and his ways are not our ways.  Isn’t that the truth!  
From our home text, we know that Jesus did the totally 
unexpected.  The text says, literally,  “Being in the form of 
God, he did not grab at equality with God, but emptied 
himself, taking the form of a slave, becoming one in the 
likeness of a human, he humbled himself…” etc. 

It is very natural for translators to add their own 
assumptions to this text, and every one of them has done so:  
Although he was in the form of God.  They, and we, usually, 
think that being God is sitting in majesty and power, lording 
it over the universe and demanding obedience.  So we 
assume that the form of servanthood (or slave status) is the 
opposite of being God.  But that’s not what the text says.  
Being in the form of God – because he was and is God in his 
absolute essence, Jesus became a servant.  This is who and 
what God really is.  Jesus’ life and death on earth were not a 
kind of break from being God, where Jesus became human, 
served us and then went back to lording it over us in majesty 
again.  No, the very nature of God is service, love, self-giving.  
God’s glory is revealed in its full depth on the cross.  The 
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name which is above every other name is the name of Jesus, 
the one who showed the Father’s heart, who showed the 
real nature of the Triune God in service, obedience and 
death.  That’s a surprise.   

Then we heard in the gospel a couple of weeks ago 
that God invested all his power, all his authority in bringing 
people to faith through baptism.  The sum total of his 
authority is not invested in imposing law and order, not in 
establishing his pre-eminence in the universe, but in bringing 
forgiveness, life and salvation to all.  Wow!  Not quite what 
we would have expected, perhaps.  But this is our heritage.   

Well, what does heritage mean?  Bottom line, heritage 
is something you inherit.  It is passed down to you by earlier 
generations.  It is something you have received, not because 
you earned it or discovered it for yourself, but because 
someone who loved you left it behind for you.  Because of a 
relationship, of course.  Much of who and what we are has, 
in fact, been handed down to us.  We just have it.  Where 
you were born, who your parents are, whether you are male 
or female, the colour of your eyes, the shape of your nose, – 
none of these things is the result of your efforts or your 
choice, but are just there, through accident of birth, genetic 
inheritance.  This is all part of your heritage. 

But another interesting part of this heritage is the 
story or stories in which we find ourselves.  We are all part of 
family stories, national and international stories, political and 
philosophical stories, sporting stories.  And by God’s grace, 
you and I have all become part of a divine story, part of 
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God’s story in the world.  The essential outline of that story 
is found in the Bible, of course – a story that includes the 
whole history of God’s OT people, Israel, and that leads 
through Abraham and Sarah, King David and Bathsheba, 
Isaiah and a young woman who called her son Immanuel, 
among many others, through to Mary and Joseph and angels 
at the birth of Jesus, his life of service and teaching, his death 
on a cross, his amazing resurrection on the third day and his 
ascension and continued presence in the world.   

The story continues through the story of the Church, 
from Jerusalem to Rome and the rest of the world, through 
the apostles to the medieval church – we think of the 
Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed as part of our heritage.  
Then through the Lutheran Reformation, which produced so 
many exciting documents that are still of value to us – 
Luther’s Catechisms, and of course the Augsburg Confession, 
whose anniversary we celebrate today.  That’s all part of our 
heritage. 

But the story of the church doesn’t end there; it comes 
all the way down to modern times through missionary 
seminaries in Europe and migrations to Australia and the 
Lutheran Church to which we belong.  But part of that story 
also developed in Lutheran churches in America, and 
Malaysia and Finland, and many other places – and in 
churches of other traditions and theologies here and 
elsewhere.  This story is all part of our story, too.  We are 
somehow involved in every part of this story of God’s 
gracious work in the world. 
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At every stage of this story, each new generation 
helped to shape and reshape God’s story of grace – us too – 
we have made and are making our contribution to the way 
this story unfolds today and for future generations.  All of 
this is only possible because this heritage was preserved, 
reshaped and handed down to us. 

At the core of this heritage stands God’s Word, as set 
out in our text today.  God’s action in and through history to 
the present day, whose ways are different from ours, and at 
times in tension with ours, but nevertheless includes our 
contributions into the history of grace which will lead others 
to life for generations to come.  Think of it.  You are a 
Christian today because someone handed this tradition 
down to you, and someone handed it on to that person, and 
so on backwards until one of the apostles handed it on to 
someone in the 1st Century.  Your faith stands in a direct line 
of succession to at least one of the apostles, and then to 
Jesus himself.  Jesus told someone, who told someone, who 
told someone… down through the centuries…who told you.  
This is our heritage. 

This congregation also has a story.  St Petri Lutheran 
Church, Nuriootpa, as we know and experience it today, was 
made possible by the apostles, the councils of the medieval 
church, the Lutheran reformation, early founding members, 
pastors and members through more than a century.  Without 
even one of these, St Petri would not be what it is today.   

One of those apostles is St Peter, after whom St Petri  
is named.  Today is set down in the church as a day to 
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remember St Peter and St Paul especially, and it might be 
interesting for us to think of the contribution that Peter 
made to the story of our own congregation.  Faithful, like us, 
a bit impetuous, like some of us, frightened enough once to 
deny he even knew Jesus, learned from his mistakes and 
became a fearless leader of the church, who died rather than 
deny Jesus a second time.  He knew who Jesus was and 
wasn’t afraid to tell it like it is.  We are grateful for St Peter, 
and for the rest of this heritage – God’s gift to us. 

And of course this congregation has been shaped and 
reshaped by every generation of faithful people who were 
ever part of it.  And God’s hand was certainly also in that 
reshaping.  We are doing that too, aren’t we?  Today we 
open the new Family Centre garden – a reshaping of our 
future and the heritage which we will pass on.  Today we 
launch a new book by one of our members – another 
contribution to the fabric of our life and future as a 
congregation.  Today we meet for a special general meeting 
to consider some proposals and talk about opportunities and 
challenges we face in reshaping the future of St Petri, as 
those who have gone before us have done faithfully and 
conscientiously. 

This, too, is all part of our heritage.  We are a 
congregation with a long history already, and with hope for a 
long future as God’s agency of grace in this community.   We 
are Lutheran, heirs of a great theological tradition which 
wants to pass on grace and hope to future generations. 
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God’s Word is our heritage.  This text from Isaiah 
reminds us that God has found us and continues to find us 
every day.  It doesn’t rely on our capacity or desire to find 
him.  We are reminded here that God bends his entire power 
and authority to finding us in baptism and that he rules the 
universe with forgiveness.  His ways are not our ways, so he 
rules through forgiveness rather than through force, so he 
rules by serving, rather than being served.  And God’s Word 
accomplishes what he sends it to do; it prospers in his 
purposes; forgiveness is abundant.  This is our heritage.  I 
wonder why we so often expect God to be miserly with his 
gifts. 

So what do we do with this heritage?  Receive it with 
gratitude, maybe.  Recognize and celebrate that we stand on 
the shoulders of many others, that we build on foundations 
we did not provide for ourselves.  Rework this precious 
tradition to fit the new needs of a new day, so that it doesn’t 
get stale and lose its original meaning and force.  We have to 
speak the gospel in a new way in every generation, you 
know, otherwise we will be changing its meaning.  We will 
also hand it on, teach it to our children, share it with anyone 
who is interested, stand up for it and rejoice in being a part 
of it.  And ensure that our congregation remains faithful to 
this great heritage in all that we plan and do. 

DIAGRAM 

What sort of a congregation will we be, if we are 
faithful to our heritage?  At this afternoon’s meeting, we will 
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look at this a bit more, but here is something to think about:  
a servant God and a servant congregation.   

 
 

A servant pastor, servant staff, servant members who 
all come together to serve their God by serving the 
community in which he has placed us. 

God grant this among us.  Amen 

Graham R. Harms 


