A Sermon preached by Martin Tanner in St Mary’s Market Drayton                                on Sunday 23rd January 2011               (8.30am BCP  Epiphany 3)
Romans 12 v21  “Do not be overcome by evil, but......”
One of the most famous Vicars this country has ever had was one Charles Simeon. He was born in the same year as Wilberforce, 1759, was wealthy and lax and religion to him was routine.
Then one day, at School, he was told he was going to be Confirmed by the Bishop and would take his first Communion on a certain date.

The effect of having to take Communion was a total shock to the system. He re-coiled. And he asked himself how he could possibly be worthy. It was, after all HOLY Communion. He searched high and low for an answer. And he reached the same conclusion as Martin Luther and all true Believers the world over reach. Namely, that NOTHING he could do would make him worthy. Its impossible for a sinful man or woman to plead acceptability with a Holy God.

“No”, Simeon concluded, the only way is: TO BE MADE WORTHY.

This, of course, is the gift faith in Christ bestows. When we truly believe Christ himself makes us a new creation, a new and perfect person in God’s sight. Believers are “In Christ” and as Christ is perfect and without sin every Believer is made perfect.
THIS is who we get to heaven.  This is the basis on which we should receive Holy Communion. The technical term, if you are interested, is IMPUTED RIGHTEOUSNESS. And its the gift of faith. His righteousness imputed, or given to us, so we are righteous.
A few years later, Charles Simeon was ordained and went to be the Vicar of Holy Trinity Church Cambridge. He stayed for over 50 years and transformed Cambridge and had a huge impact on the spiritual life of all England. He was a mini Charles Wesley.

And he did it by careful, Biblical, teaching. Crowds came to hear him preach in his tripple-decker Pulpit. And by having a weekly Forum at which all Undergraduates could ask him any religious question and he would reply. So generations of students left Cambridge on fire for the gospel.
(2)

Then in 1979 I went to Theological college in Cambridge. And one day, musing around in a corner of the old Library I came across a set of books written by Simeon. The books were called “Simeon’s Skeletons”. And inside were hundreds of sermon outlines. Not actual sermons but a framework of key points around which a sermon could be constructed.

He produced these because in his day few vicars took any care over what they preached and he was keen to improve the standard of preaching.

The books were big and bulky and could not be removed. I think you can buy a set in America for $500 but they are not on the internet. YET, lucky people of St Mary’s, you can hear one day!!

I will never forget the thrill of finding such clear teaching so simply outlined. By chance, that day over 30 years ago, I opened the book at Romans 12 v21 our Epistle set for today, Epiphany 3.
“Do not be overcome by evil but overcome evil with good”

I made some Notes which I still have. Simeon asks the question:
HOW is one overcome by evil?
And he gives four answers:
1. When we become annoyed and irritated and give way to anger and impatience. Then we loose our patience and become hostile. And say things that are not helpful but are destructive. We moan and gossip and the spirit of Christ is not in us. THEN we have been overcome by evil and wrong. When we loose our patience.
2. Even if words are not actually exchanged, we may build up inside us secret resentments against others. They become our enemies. THEN we have lost our love. Then we have been overcome by evil.

3. When we are tempted by fear or actual persecution to relax our ideals, to make concessions, to follow the spirit of the age rather than to follow the Lord. THEN we have lost our integrity and we have been overcome by evil.

4. When we doubt that God really is in control, when we doubt Him and his Word. THEN our faith has failed and we have been overcome by evil.

(3)

Then Simeon asks                                                                                        HOW can we overcome evil?

1. By watching ourselves and recognising our careless tendencies and that we have been overcome. “Know thyself” is the first advice.
2. Overcome evil WITH GOOD  Don’t curse but bless, turn the other cheek, live in peace, live in harmony, be the first to apologise. Feed a hungry enemy, give a drink to the thirsty. Be charitable.

You can’t get rid of an enemy by killing him but you can get rid of an enemy by making him your friend!

 And friendship starts with acts of generosity and kindness.

The Scripture commands us: “Overcome evil WITH GOOD”

So there you have it!

-A 200 year old sermon, a little embellished by Martin Tanner.                                         -But above all A GREAT TEXT. Romans 12 v21.

“Do not be overcome by evil but overcome evil with good”

 A text to live by every day.

