2/0710 Sermon:    “ Jesus Works Through Sinners ”

( Isaiah  6:1-8;  1st  Peter 3:13-18a;   Luke 5:1-11 )

     Concordia Lutheran has at least one thing in common with most other Christian congregations – we love to get new members.  However, more times than not, our new members are coming to us from another Christian congregation.  In other words, they were already active in a church and now they are becoming active in our church.
     Now, I’m always excited and happy to welcome new members who have been active Christians their whole loves.  However, what about the people who have strayed from the faith and haven’t been to church in years?  Even more, what about the people who have NEVER been involved in a Christian congregation and don’t even know why they need to trust in Jesus?  What is keeping us from reaching these people?

     Back in the 1950’s we had over 30 large Missouri Synod congregations in the city of St. Louis.  Their sanctuaries look like mini-cathedrals and back in the 1950’s some of these congregations worshipped over 1000 people per weekend.  

     How did they experience such growth?  Well, all they had to do was build a church in their neighborhood and when they opened the doors the German Lutherans walked in and became active members.
     However, if you would visit one of these Missouri Synod congregations in St. Louis city today, in most of them you would be lucky to find 20 people in a sanctuary that could sit over 600.  When I lived in St. Louis I used to preach at one of these congregations from time to time.  A few weeks ago I was informed that this congregation was closing their doors.  Now, a small number of dedicated members did try to keep the doors open -- but the effort was too little too late.
     Back in the 1950’s this same LCMS congregation would open their doors and 100’s of German Lutherans would walk in.  As of last year, they were blessed if they got 15 people on a Sunday.  What happened?

     Simply put, their neighborhood changed over the years.  Most of our St. Louis city congregations are now surrounded by people who were not raised in church and do not know why they need Jesus.  Sadly, many of our St. Louis city congregations have declined to the point of closing their doors because over the years they failed to become missionaries with the people in their own neighborhood.

     Now, I must say that we DO have a few LCMS congregations in St. Louis city that are growing.  But the reason they are growing is that their members are actively involved in worship and bible study and those same members are reaching out to the people in their neighborhood and sharing the Word of God with them.

     Of course, Jamestown, North Dakota, is not the same as St. Louis city.  North Dakota has one of the highest rates of church attendance compared to other places in this nation.  But we shouldn’t get too comfortable with that fact!  
     If you compare church attendance in North Dakota today with church attendance in the 1950’s, we have also experienced a serious decline.   Some North Dakota people who were raised in the church no longer attend.  Other North Dakota people have never been involved in a Christian church and do not know why they need to trust in Jesus.  We have people like this right here in Jamestown!

     The question is:  “How are we going to reach these people?”  Listen to these words of the Apostle Paul from Romans chapter 10:  “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  And how can they preach unless they are sent?”
     My friends, God’s plan for reaching the lost of this world hasn’t changed in 2000 years.  God sends us out to be His witnesses with the people in our community.  God wants to reach the lost through YOU and ME – His redeemed people.  We have the honor of speaking the Gospel to people when God gives us the opportunity.

     However, most of our congregations – including ours – could do a much better job at sharing God’s Word with the lost in our community.  What keeps us from doing this?

     One thing that hinders evangelism is spiritual apathy.  We’re content with the fact that we’re saved but we have lost our compassion for those who live in unbelief.

     Another thing that hinders evangelism is worldly distractions.  We have filled our schedules with so many things that we forget to make time for evangelism opportunities.
     Still another thing that hinders evangelism is fear.  We’re scared that we won’t be able to communicate God’s Word properly.  We’re scared that people might ignore us or mock us or hate us if we try to witness to them.

     All these things I’ve mentioned are obstacles the devil has put in our lives to keep us from being God’s missionaries in our community.  However, there is one other obstacle to evangelism I didn’t mention and I would like to focus on that in this sermon.
     Simply put, we often fail to be witnesses for Jesus because we believe that we are not worthy.  We think that we’re too sinful to be involved in such a holy thing as telling other people about Jesus.

     I remember one point in my life when I was in college.  I was planning to go to the seminary and become a pastor.  But I was struggling with whether I could even do that.  You see, I was aware of the many evil desires in my heart.  I was convicted by the many terrible thoughts that had gone through my head.  I was burdened by the wicked words that had come through my mouth.  I was overwhelmed by the sinful things I had done as well as the many good things I had failed to do.  Could God use a sinner like me to proclaim His Word to others?

     A man by the name of Isaiah felt the same way.  In our Old Testament reading God gives Isaiah a vision of God’s heavenly throne.  The angels were singing:  “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty…”  And how did Isaiah respond?  He said:  “Woe to me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.”  Simply put, Isaiah thought he was dead meat!  Isaiah knew that sinners can’t dwell in the presence of the Holy God!
     A man by the name of Peter had the same experience.  In our Gospel reading Peter witnesses a miraculous catch of fish made possible by Jesus.  Peter then realizes that he is in the presence of the very Son of God.  Remember how Peter responded?  He said:  “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!”
     That’s how we may feel when it comes to being God’s witnesses.  How can the holy Word of God possibly be spoken by sinners like us?  Won’t people say to us:  “Who are you to tell me about Jesus?  You’re a sinner just like me!”
     But remember what Jesus said to Peter?  He said:  “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will catch men.”  You see, God works through sinners like you and me.  When Jesus said “Don’t be afraid” that was His way of saying to Peter:  “Your sins are forgiven!”

     When Isaiah was shaking in his sandals the Lord gave him a vision of an angel touching his lips with a burning coal from the altar of incense in God’s Temple.  The altar of incense stood right in front of the Holy of Holies where the blood sacrifices were offered – the blood sacrifices that pointed ahead to Jesus’ sacrifice for us which takes away all our guilt and sin.
     The angel said to Isaiah:  “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.”  Isaiah became one of God’s most famous prophets.  God used a sinful man to proclaim His Word to other sinners so they could be saved.

     Guest what.  God also uses an unworthy sinner like me to proclaim God’s Word as your pastor.  Now, if God can use a sinner like me to be His witness, then God can use a sinner like you to be His witness as well.  Jesus works through sinners.

     I have a vision for this congregation.  I want to see us grow in numbers.  I’m not just talking about members on the books.  I have a vision for seeing more people in worship and bible class so they can hear the Good News about Jesus.  I especially want to see people here who have strayed from the church.  Even more, I want to see people here who have never been involved in the church and currently do not believe in Jesus.

     How will this happen?  Jesus works through sinners.  God can work through us members of Concordia as we share the Good News about Jesus with the people we meet every day.

     You see, even though I do my best as your pastor to be involved in evangelism, the fact is that I can’t do it all.  You need to be fellow missionaries with me.  There are people you know that I may never have a chance to meet unless you speak God’s Word to them and invite them to Services and Bible Class.

By God’s grace, we can be His witnesses in our community.

     One way that can happen is for you to continue to grow in the knowledge of God’s Word by attending Services and Bible Class on a regular basis.  If you’re not currently attending our Sunday Morning Bible Class, I hope you begin to attend.  We’d love for you to grow in God’s Word with us!  You see, as we all grow in God’s Word we will be prepared to be His witnesses when God gives us the opportunities to speak His Word to others.

     Finally, if you’re still wondering whether a sinner like you can be God’s witness, then just remember Isaiah and Peter and me.  God works through sinners.  Just as the angel touched Isaiah’s mouth with a coal from the altar and said “Your sin is atoned for” you can come to this altar and take into your mouths the very Body and Blood of Christ and hear me say to you:  “Your sins are forgiven!”

     So, when the Lord says:  “Whom shall I send?  And who will go for us?”  You can then answer:  “Here am I.  Send me!”

Amen!
