
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon  

‘Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly’ 

Bible Sunday – 29th October, 2017 
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Bible Sunday 2017  Neh.8.1-4a & 8-12, Col.3.12-17, Matt.24.30-35 

“Parish priests, like drains, are most likely to be noticed when they go wrong. They hardly 

attract attention so long as they turn up as required to take Sunday services, bury, baptise 

and betroth, refrain from molesting or assaulting parishioners and in old age depart the 

ministry with good grace to make way for a young man to continue the cycle.  

The Reverend Dr Edward Drax Free was incapable of any of these. In consequence he 

attracted a good deal of attention. Few clergymen can have had such bizarre and difficult 

relations with their parishioners as the rector of Sutton. Dr Free slept with, physically 

assaulted, robbed and insulted the people supposedly under his care. He did not baptise or 

bury them - except for an inordinate fee. For months at a time he did not take church 

services. With the assistance of a succession of housekeepers he fathered at least five 

illegitimate children. 

Dr Free was sentenced to deprivation from the living of Sutton.  

No one expected Dr Free to go quietly.  Free decided not to recognise the verdict, and 

barricaded himself into his rectory with his housekeeper and a gun. The Archdeacon could 

not persuade the deprived rector to go.  Dr Free started shooting from the rectory and it 

was concluded that the only way to get rid of him was to starve him out. This he endured 

for ten days, when this unhappy man was compelled by hunger to quit the house. 

Thereafter Free's fate was obscure and wretched.”  (Matthew Parris - ‘The Great 

Unfrocked’) 

I guess we all hear that story with a mixture of laughter and shock – because it’s so far from 

what we would hope or expect from any Christian, let alone our vicar.  And yet, there is a 

reality to it that also stings a bit.  Okay, it’s a bit extreme, but we all know examples of bad 

behaviour in church, bad behaviour from people who should know better.  And there’s 

nothing new in that, otherwise it wouldn’t have been necessary for St Paul to write to the 

Colossians as he did all those years ago… 

As God’s people, “clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and 

patience. Bear with one another, forgive each other.  And let the peace of Christ rule in 

your hearts.” 

Now, you and I know lots of people who are many, if not all, the things St Paul says we 

should be.  There are some astonishingly holy people who show compassion and love way 

beyond anything I could, but we still have to hear the response of those who are looking for 

something from the church but just not finding it.  And I am sure that one of the best ways 

we can hope to be what they’re looking for, that we can grow in compassion, kindness and 

humility is through reading scripture – but we have to do it properly, really immersing 

ourselves in it, letting the word of Christ dwell in us richly. 

In the Old Testament reading it says that Ezra picked up the book of the law and read to 

the people.  We’re not told the exact text that Ezra read but we can see the dramatic effect 
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it had on the people – with the implication that their response wasn’t because they were 

ticking the boxes alongside a particular list of rules and regulations, it was simply that the 

word of God, in and of itself, changes everything.  The people suddenly came together, 

embraced the reality of their situation (and we need that now as much as ever), they 

reaffirmed the holiness of God, and found joy, nourishment and hope. 

When I was in my early twenties, I picked up a New Testament and decided to read it from 

start to finish (it’s a long story).  When I got to the end I closed the book and felt very 

clearly that I had just read something that made more sense, that had more truth and love in 

it, than anything else I’d ever encountered.  I couldn’t tell which verse had done it for me, 

which parable, miracle or letter – I just knew the whole thing had changed me. 

God said through the prophet Isaiah, “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, 

and do not return there until they have watered the earth, giving seed to the sower and 

bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to 

me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose.”  (Isaiah 55:10-11) 

That’s a beautiful picture of rain nourishing the earth and enabling life to emerge, apparently 

all by itself – a very different image from a builder coming along with a detailed plan that has 

everything placed in straight lines, right angles and centimetre perfect. 

This morning’s passage from Matthew’s gospel sits in the middle of a chapter all about the 

end times.  Millions of very scholarly hours (and some less scholarly) have been spent trying 

to pick through the text to find the exact date and time when Jesus will return.  Some 

people use scripture as though it was a set of instructions that if followed closely enough 

would result in a certain outcome.  But in the verse after the reading ended, v.36, Jesus says, 

“But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but 

only the Father.” 

Jesus may not have known the date and time, but he did know that we needed to live in full 

awareness of there being more to this life than what we can see here and now.  The start of 

this morning’s passage begins with one of Matthew’s favourite words, ‘Then…’  In other 

words, as a result of this something should happen – not in slavish obedience but through a 

transformation in our lives. 

This happens not from simply reading the word, but letting it live within us, “Let the word 

of Christ dwell in you richly.”  It needs to be part of a regular diet rather than sitting by the 

side like a box of chocolates – where we take one every now and again when we feel a bit 

peckish.  The Bible is a great read but we mustn’t be so pre-occupied with the words of the 

text that we can’t be led by the Spirit to the one who is the Word made flesh. 

The Reverend Dr Edward Drax Free could probably have quoted a verse in scripture that 

justified his barricading himself into the rectory and taking pot-shots at the Archdeacon but 

we can all see the nonsense of that.  He might have known the word of God, but he 

certainly hadn’t let it dwell richly within him.  Being a Christian can be a hard calling but it 

can be done with God’s help.  We can indeed be good news in all the world. 


