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Texts: Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16; Philippians 2:1-13; and  
Matthew 21:23-32

Is the Lord Among us or not? 
A classic question that still is wrestled with. It has become all the rage 

of late to proclaim God either dead or non existent altogether. The late Chris-
topher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, and the rest have developed quite a fol-
lowing. Usually they criticize a kind of religion that I also don’t embrace and 
critique a god I might also critique. 

The question for the Israelites is not whether there is a God but rather if 
that God is among us or not? 

The Israelites did not question that Yahweh had led them out of slavery 
or that the Lord existed and had done great things. After all, they had experi-
enced the drama of that experience and, looking back, they remember manna 
from heaven given just when they were hungry. 

But I’ve got to think that as the days wore on so did their morale, and 
they began to wonder whether Yahweh was still around!

In 2005, Pavel Mircea, a Romanian convict serving time for murder, 
tried to sue God for breach of contract. “He was supposed to protect me from 
all evils and instead he gave me to Satan who encouraged me to kill,” Mircea 
contended. 

In 2007, Nebraska State Senator Ernie Chambers filed his own lawsuit 
against God, accusing the Almighty (in a fit of alliteration) of “fearsome floods, 
egregious earthquakes, horrendous hurricanes, terrifying tornadoes, pestilen-
tial plagues,” and the like. 

Predictably, both lawsuits were dismissed. Since God doesn’t have a legal 
address, the presiding judges argued, God can’t be summoned to appear in 
court.

This week’s reading from the book of Exodus is a trial of sorts. The peo-
ple have placed God on trial. 
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The people level with God about their frustrations. 
Miracles get us by for a while, but when tough circumstances persist, we 

like to have miracles regularly.
They were trying to survive actually. Water from the rock became then 

the latest answer and sign that yes indeed God was among them.
Our New Testament readings give us a fresh and enduring answer to this 

question of whether the Lord is among us or not: Jesus. We come to know this 
Jesus, and in his very incarnation, his flesh, his presence the Jewish peoples 
who embraced him and we non-Jewish folks would hear again the answer to 
that age old question — is the Lord among us? And this carpenter from Naza-
reth answers this with a profound yes.

With humility, strength, obedience, and sacrifice, the early church prob-
ably sang these words from Paul in Philippians, “let the same mind be in you 
that was in Christ Jesus.”

I’ve titling the sermon this morning “Level with Me.” The title isn’t origi-
nal with me. 

“Level with me” can mean a couple of things. It can mean “Tell me the 
truth.” 

We use it in some mundane situations. “Level with me. Do I look good in 
this?” 

We use it in some more serious situations. “Level with me. Are you 
drinking again?” “Level with me. Am I going to get laid off this time around?” 
“Level with me. Do you still love me?”

Level with me means “Be honest with me.” It also means, literally, level 
with me. On the same plane. One person is not higher than another. I am level 
with you. You are level with me. 

As New Testament scholar Alyce McKenzie notes, this was apparently 
the problem at Philippi, some people feeling they were better than others. 
Some people today think they are better than others. They have all kinds of 
reasons. They’re good looking. They have money, educational credentials, pos-



Level with Me • September 28, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 3

sessions, power to influence others. Those things aren’t necessarily bad. But 
they don’t make anybody better than anybody else in the mind of Christ. 

They’re level with you. They’re level with me. Some people think they 
are not as good as others. For all kinds of reasons. They don’t have money, edu-
cational credentials, possessions, power to influence others. Not having those 
things doesn’t make them lower than anyone else. Not in the mind of Christ.

Jesus didn’t elevate himself, according to our hymn from Philippians. He 
came down to our level. And if the Son of God refused to elevate himself, then 
why would anyone dare to elevate him or herself above others? Jesus came to 
earth to be level with you and level with me. 

Psychologists among us might say about Jesus in this Gospel reading 
that he had a strong ego demonstrated in this exchange with the Pharisee 
priests. The way I like to think of it is that a strong ego is good, a big ego not 
so much. Strong core and center, sense of self and authority is a positive, but 
big ego is an over-sized view of one’s importance, or self-centered, narcissistic 
personality, which is obviously not healthy.

In other terms, Jesus was well differentiated. He was humble and yet 
comfortable in his own skin.

And our Gospel reading finds Jesus in this posture. He is refusing to an-
swer questions framed in the way his antagonists framed them — “by what 
authority are you doing these things?”

Jesus was not defensive or allowing himself to be entrapped by others. 
And as Jesus taught, he told a parable.

Clearly Jesus values the ones who start rebellious but end up reforming 
rather than the ones who, like the Pharisees, act pious but actually have no in-
tention of following Jesus.

Søren Kierkegaard, a theologian of an earlier generation, is remembered 
for his parables that probe deeply into the meaning of our faith. One of his 
parables is known as “The Man Who Walked Backwards.” In the story, he says, 
that when a man turns his back on someone and walks away from people in 
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need, it is easy to see that he has walked away. But when a man develops the 
ability to walk backwards, he can smile, greet people, give them reassuring 
gestures, while all the time, he is moving away from them. He gives the impres-
sion of caring while moving further and further away.

Resonates with our parable.
Or this one that hits square between the eyes. I have forgotten where I 

read this, a Reader’s Digest excerpt maybe, but a little survey of 10-year-olds 
in Mrs. Imogene Frost’s class at the Brookside, N.J., Community Sunday School 
expressed their views of “What’s wrong with grownups?” They came up with 
these complaints: 

1. Grownups make promises, then they forget all about them, or else 
they say it wasn’t really a promise, just a maybe. 

2. Grownups don’t do the things they’re always telling the children to 
do, like pick up their things, or be neat, or always tell the truth. 

3. Grownups make mistakes, but they won’t admit them. They always 
pretend that they weren’t mistakes at all or that somebody else made 
them. 

Ouch!
Where does this parable intersect with you? 
Which son are you in the parable?
Leveling with God and with one another is both painful and difficult and 

quite freeing and redemptive.
Which son are you in the parable?
I want to answer both myself, depends on the moment.
I tend to one or the other. Sometimes I am outright disobedient, know-

ing the things God would rather me do and defiantly not doing them and other 
times I have all the best intentions and I back out. 

You know, it is both refreshing and depressing to read about the Israel-
ites. We are comforted that we are not alone in our wanderings but depressed 
that the people won’t snap out of it because we want to snap out of it and be-
come more consistently faithful.
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I think it is a change of heart that Jesus is after here. It is a following 
after the will of God.

Remember that is the seminal question of the Gospel text: “Who did the 
will of God?” Jesus asked.

That phrase the “will of the Father” is a phrase that occurs several times 
in Matthew’s gospel.

It appears in Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer, which Jesus teaches 
to the disciples, “Your kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is 
in heaven” (Mt 6:10).

At the very end of the Sermon on the Mount where, in Matthew’s Gospel, 
the audience is the disciples, Jesus says, “Not everyone who says to me 
‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but those who do the will 
of my Father in heaven” (Mt 7:21).

When Jesus’ family comes to speak with him, Jesus makes the comment, 
“Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister 
and mother” (Mt. 12:50).

When the disciples come to him with questions about who is the great-
est in the kingdom of heaven, Jesus challenges their arrogance, instruct-
ing them that they will never enter the kingdom of heaven unless they 
become humble like a child (Mt 18:3) Jesus tells them the parable of the 
Lost Sheep, concluding with this saying: “It is not the will of your Father 
in heaven that one of these little ones should be lost” (18:14).

When Jesus is praying in the Garden in Gethsemane, he says to God, “let 
this cup pass from me but, your will be done” (Mt 26:42).

Keeping those texts in the back of our mind helps us understand just 
what Jesus is asking of us when he asks the question. “Which of you is doing 
the will of God?” 
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Jesus’ answer to his own question is essentially the one who levels with 
God and then follows Jesus. 

Many years ago the Roman Catholic Church wanted to record something 
of the life and ministry of Mother Teresa in Calcutta, India. For a number of 
days, a camera crew went with her in her journeys throughout the city. One 
day in the back streets of the city, Mother Teresa came across a man in a gutter 
who was sick and dying. It was a horrible sight to see. The man’s body was full 
of running sores. The smell was almost unbearable. Mother Teresa stopped, 
called for a basin of water, a cloth, and a towel, knelt down, and began to wash 
the body of the dying man. 

Someone off camera said, “I wouldn’t do that for a million dollars.” 
Mother Teresa, without looking up, answered, “Neither would I but I 

would gladly do it for Christ.”
Only when we are empty like Jesus, can we serve.
Surrender is probably the best one word summary for seeking the will 

of God. The prayer is attributed to John Wesley and often prayed at the begin-
ning of a new year; it is one of my favorites.

I am no longer my own, but thine.
Put me to what thou wilt, rank me with whom thou wilt.
Put me to doing, put me to suffering.
Let me be employed for thee or laid aside for thee,
exalted for thee or brought low for thee.
Let me be full, let me be empty.
Let me have all things, let me have nothing.
I freely and heartily yield all things to thy pleasure and disposal.
And now, O glorious and blessed God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
thou art mine, and I am thine.
So be it.
And the covenant which I have made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven.
Amen.
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