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Why Are the Saints Saints?

Now may our God and Father himself, and our Lord Jesus...make you increase and abound in love to one another and to all people…so that he may establish your hearts unblamable in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.
(I Thessalonians 3:11-13)

The Feast of All Saints is enormously important for Christian faith. We’ve allowed it to get swallowed up by All Hallows Eve, which is a great loss, and we need to fight back by making All Hallows, or All Saints, much more visible and exciting. If we in the church can get it straight about the saints, we will be greatly strengthened and encouraged.

What is a saint?

I have a little test question for you. You get two choices:

1) Would you like to be a better person?

2) or do you think you are a pretty good person already, especially when compared to certain other people?

My grandmother had an “inspirational” saying on a little card on her dresser. (This was not my beloved Bible-reading Baptist grandmother; this was my other beloved grandmother, an Episcopalian of indeterminate religious views.) Maybe some of you have seen this saying, because it crops up in church bulletins from time to time. I have no idea who wrote it or how it became an item, but this is what it says:

Why were the saints, saints?
Because they were cheerful when it was difficult to be cheerful,
patient when it was difficult to be patient;
and because they pushed on when they wanted to stand still,
and kept silent when they wanted to talk,
and were agreeable when they wanted to be disagreeable.
That was all.
It was quite simple and always will be.

When I used to see the little card on my grandmother’s dresser, it bothered me. It made me feel oppressed, especially the part about keeping silent. It made me feel as if my whole personality was out of synch with the Christian ideal and I did not see any hope of that ever changing. So when that saying started appearing in church newsletters I was not too happy to see it. One day I was visiting a church and sure enough, there it was tacked up on the bulletin board.

But it was different this time, because there was something handwritten at the bottom of it. I have a great love in my heart for the unknown person who wrote this little graffito. Underneath all that business about being cheerful and patient and agreeable, underneath that last line “It was quite simple and always will be,” this nameless but far-seeing person had written “Simple to say.” For me, it was a moment of liberation. I stole the card off the bulletin board and brought it home and I still cherish it to this day.

Do this, do that, be patient and agreeable and self-sacrificing and you too will be a saint. Simple to say! But not so simple to do.

It’s customary to read the Beatitudes on All Saints Day. Why is that? Are they marching orders for saints? If so, they are very strange orders. I think the Beatitudes are somewhat baffling to most of us. We’re familiar with them, but we don’t really know what they mean. Are they instructions for being better people? How are they related to our actual lives? Simple to say! Listen again:

Our Lord Jesus…gathered his disciples and went up on top of a mountain where he taught them, saying:

Blessed are the poor in spirit…
Blessed are those who mourn…
Blessed are the meek…
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness…
Blessed are the merciful…
Blessed are the pure in heart…
Blessed are the peacemakers…
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake…

If those are marching instructions for saints, I don’t know how well we would measure up. All of us are going to be mournful about something sooner or later, but other than that, I don’t know. How much hunger and thirst for righteousness do we see in our churches? How much peacemaking? How much purity of heart? How much humility of spirit? Simple to say, but what really makes a saint? 

A few days ago I received an email from a woman who was responding to an invitation to a women’s Bible study group reunion that I’m hosting next week. She regretted that she could not be present. At the end of her message she wrote, “Greet the saints for me.” 

I wonder if that gives you a little shiver of delight, as it does me. This woman was for many years a missionary in Liberia. That’s the way they talk in the African churches: Greet the saints for me. An African bishop will say, I bring news from the saints in Africa. That’s apostolic language. That’s the way St. Paul spoke as a matter of course: “to all the saints who are in Philippi.” Even when Paul was at his wits’ end with the maddening congregation in Corinth, he still addressed them as “saints.” When Paul took up a collection for the saints in Jerusalem, a very poor church (Romans 15:25), he didn’t mean that it was going only to the holy and the pious. The collection was for all the members of the congregation in Jerusalem without distinction. For as Paul writes in Romans 3:23,

…there is no distinction; since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus….

Everything—everything!—depends upon this message. We have no standing before God on our own. There is no one among us who deserves to be called a saint, even though it’s common to hear a person called “a saint” when they act unselfishly. In the apostolic preaching, there were no distinctions like that. Every Christian is a saint “through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus.” 

What is a saint? The word does not mean “unselfish and pious person.” The word “saint” means “set apart.” Well, if you want to go apart, you can do that; but you can’t be set apart unless someone else does the setting. Who is that someone? It’s God, and that’s what happens at baptism. In baptism we are set apart by God for his praise and service. There is no more distinctive biblical teaching than that. The followers of Christ are set aside for him just as the people of Israel were set aside in the wilderness, and the whole thing has been accomplished by God. 

At the beginning of this sermon I asked, “What is a saint?” but I was just fooling around. The saying on my grandmother’s dresser was right about one thing—the word was in the plural. There is no such thing in the Bible as “a saint.” There are only “the saints.” All of us together, without distinctions based on relative merits.

Why are the saints saints? Try this on the mirror of your dresser: 

Now may our God and Father himself, and our Lord Jesus...make you increase and abound in love to one another and to all people…so that he may establish your hearts unblamable in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. (I Thessalonians 3:11-13)

Can you hear this? If you can, it will change your life. God is doing something in you. He is making you abound in love to one another here in this congregation and to all people outside this congregation. Impossible, you say. Yes, but as our Lord himself said, “With human beings it is impossible; but all things are possible with God.”

God will “establish your hearts unblamable in holiness.” The word “saint” is right there—although you might not recognize it. “Holiness” and “saint” are the exact same word in Greek. Hagios: saint, set apart, holy. That’s what it means. 

Now you and I are anything but holy. Only God is holy. Yet it is his gracious will to make us a holy people for himself “through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus.”

Why are the saints saints? The little card on my grandmother’s dresser asks, “Why were the saints saints?” That’s the past tense. It puts the saints back into stained glass, back into icons, back into frescoes on the walls of ancient churches. The real question is, “Why are the saints saints?” How can it be that you and I are among the saints?” The answer is this: the Lord will “establish your hearts—unblamable in holiness.”

Do you listen to the reading of the Beatitudes with a sense of mystification? Do they sound remote to you? If so, you have a lot of company. The Beatitudes have so often been drearily misunderstood as a list of impossible ideals having little connection to the way we actually live. 

But the Beatitudes are not idealistic at all. They are not exhortations; they are congratulations. With the coming of Jesus Christ, the sort of life described in the Beatitudes is taking shape among those who love him. It is taking place by the power of his Holy Spirit. If you are a baptized Christian and member of Christ’s flock, you are already one of the saints.

Now, back to that little quiz at the beginning:

1) Would you like to be a better person? 2) or do you think you are a pretty good person already, especially compared to certain other people? 

If you answer number one, that means the Spirit is at work in you. If you answer number two, the Spirit is at work in you also, but you are resisting, because you haven’t yet understood that all of God’s people are in this together, all of us deep in Sin without distinction, all of us in desperate need of God’s mercy, no one more spiritually advanced than anyone else. “There is no distinction, all have sinned, all fall short of the glory of God.” Believe it or not, that should come as a great relief to us all. 

And so…to all the saints who are in Akron:

You are already being “established… unblamable in holiness,” because that is God’s will for his church. No matter how unsaintly you may feel, no matter how severe your secret faults, no matter how ungodly your enemies (and even your friends!) may think you are, in your baptism you have been made a member of Christ. That’s what makes the saints saints. You are going to become what you already are by the grace of God. You are going to be pure in heart some day, and even now you can hunger and thirst after righteousness. In the final analysis it’s not up to you at all. It’s up to God. And God always keeps his promises. When the saints go marching in, O Lord, we’re going to be in that number. 
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