5/04/08 Confirmation Sunday Sermon:   “Develop Good Habits!”
( Texts:  Colossians  3:1-17;  Hebrews 10:19-25;  John 15:1-5 )

************************************************************************
     Our sermon title for today is:  “Develop Good Habits!”  Simply put, God wants us to develop good habits.  But what does this mean?  Well, if want to answer that question we must first define what we mean by that word “habit.”  Simply put, a “habit” is a pattern of thought or behavior; a predictable routine in one’s life.  Having said that, we must also understand that habits can be either GOOD for us or BAD for us.

     For example, some habits affect our bodies – for good or for bad.  Other habits affect our emotions or thought life – for good or for bad.  Some habits affect only the person who has the habit – for good or for bad.  Other habits also affect people besides the person with the habit – again, for good or for bad.

     However, by far the most significant kind of habits are those that affect our SPIRITUAL lives, that is, our relationship with God.  You see, we Christians have been rescued from the slavery of sin against God; we have been rescued from the eternal punishment our sins deserve.  We have these gifts because of Jesus, God’s Son, who lived a perfect life for us; who died on the cross in our place of punishment; who conquered death for us so that we might live in God’s love forever.  Apart from faith in Jesus we have no salvation from sin and eternal damnation. 
     Therefore, the devil will stop at nothing to enslave us with bad habits that can eventually destroy our faith in our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Therefore, we need to recognize how utterly foolish and destructive BAD spiritual habits can be.

     Allow me to illustrate.  Let’s say a person comes up to you and says:  “Why do you waste your time eating and drinking?  You’ve been eating and drinking all these years.  Don’t you think you can stop that silliness now?  You don’t need to eat or drink anymore.  Instead, get into the habit of doing without that useless stuff!”  How would you respond to such advice?  You’d say that person was foolish, right?
     Here’s another example.  Let’s say someone says to you:  “Are you still breathing?  Aren’t you tired of that boring habit – breathing in and out, in and out, every day?  You’ve been breathing all these years and what good has it done for you?  Go ahead and stop breathing!  In fact, get into the habit of holding your breath.  Then and only then will you enjoy life!”  What would you think of such a person?  You’d think he was nuts!
     If people told us to develop such habits we’d immediately question their sanity.  And yet, people like you and me seriously consider such foolish advice all the time.  “How can that be?” you ask.  “No person would be so foolish!” you say.  Oh really?

     Listen carefully to what the devil says to us Christians all the time:  “Are you still going to Church and attending Bible Class?  Why do you waste your time doing such useless stuff?  What does all that ancient history in the Bible have to do with real life?  Besides, God’s Word keeps you from doing all the stuff you really want to do.  You have been going to Church long enough, and it’s only holding you back.  So, stop going to Church!  Don’t attend Sunday School or Bible Class.  I mean, aren’t there better things to do with your time?  In fact, you shouldn’t pray or read the Bible at home, either.  Instead, you could use your precious time for things that are far more important to you.  So, why don’t you get into the habit of avoiding Church, Bible Study and Prayer?  If you stop doing these things you will finally be happy and free to live as you please.”
     Does this demonic advice sound familiar?  You see, the devil gives advice like this to us Christians all the time.  We constantly struggle with the temptation of habitually avoiding Church, Bible Study and Prayer.  It doesn’t matter if you’re new to the Christian Faith or if you’ve been attending Church since you were baptized as an infant.  The devil will do all he can to get you to develop BAD spiritual habits – evil habits that will deprive you of the nurture your faith needs, and that will eventually lead to spiritual starvation and death.
     Now, what is an example of a bad habit that the devil wants us to develop?  Listen to this passage of Scripture from Hebrews ch. 10:  “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another – and all the more as we see the day approaching.”

     This text says that some Christians had developed the evil habit of not meeting together for Services with their fellow Christians.  Now, this text is not talking about those who want to meet together but can’t because something is preventing them.  Instead, this text is addressing people who are able to meet together with other Christians but they choose not to do so.  
     This is not good, because God wants us to meet together to hear Christ’s Word and receive His gifts.  If we lack the desire to worship, study God’s Word and pray, this is a sign that our faith is getting weak or that we might be spiritually dead already.

     In contrast, the Holy Spirit causes us to hunger and thirst for the gifts of God.  Listen to what Luke writes about the 1st Christians who were saved on the Day of Pentecost:  “They devoted themselves to the Apostles’ Teaching, to the Fellowship that is the Breaking of Bread, and to the Prayers.”

     Did you hear that?  After God saved them through Peter’s sermon and Holy Baptism, we’re told that they devoted themselves to meeting together so they could hear God’s Word, receive the Lord’s Supper and pray.  In fact, God also wants US to meet together in this way as often as possible.  That’s why God says we should not stop meeting together as some are in the habit of doing.  In contrast, the devil does all he can to distract us from attending Services and Bible classes.  
     Now, please understand.  I’m not saying it’s wrong to miss a few Services or Bible Classes because you are on a family vacation or you have some other legitimate conflict.  However, if you hunger and thirst for Jesus you will still find a way to receive His gifts even in those situations.
     For example, my family and I will be on vacation from May 26th through June 2nd – and that means we won’t be here for Services on Sunday, June 1st.  However, we still plan to attend a Church Service in the place where we’re spending our vacation.

     But what if you can’t find a Church that faithfully proclaims God’s Word or you’re not near a Church that does?  Well, you can still have a personal or family devotion – we have materials here for that!  You can also read the Scriptures and pray.  But what if your work schedule won’t allow you to attend a Service or Bible Class?  Well, in that case, ask your pastor to schedule a visit with you and give you the Lord’s Supper.  Where there’s a will, there’s a way!
     My friends, the message of this sermon is for you – even if you DO attend Services and Bible Classes on a regular basis.  Remember, the author of Hebrews was writing to CHRISTIANS who had been meeting together at one time but then gradually developed the habit of NOT meeting together.  God wants you to understand that the devil will do all he can to lead you away from Jesus, and without Christ’s help you will surely develop sinful spiritual habits that will destroy you.

     You see, we’re all sinners and we all get distracted from Jesus.  We all are guilty of having evil priorities in our lives.  We’re all guilty of making sinful choices and ignoring what God’s Word says about our lives.  What hope is there for sinners like us who are guilty of some very sinful habits?

     Our hope is JESUS!  Our reading from Hebrews chapter 10 gives us such awesome comfort!  God tells us that we can come to Him with our sinful habits because the blood of Jesus washes away the guilt of our evil priorities and makes us holy in God’s sight.  

     In fact, Jesus will also give you the power and desire you need to develop GOOD habits!  Jesus’ love will move you to hunger for His Word, just as you do for daily food.  Jesus’ mercy will make your daily prayers to God as natural as breathing in and out. You see, God loves you and wants to keep on blessing you.  God wants to nurture your faith with His Word so that you can have peace and joy as well as the power to develop good spiritual habits that will be a blessing to you and to others in your life.

     At this point, allow me to address our 8 Confirmation youth – although what I’m about to say to them applies to each of you, too.  Dayton, Daniel, Joshua, Birgitta, Skyler, Nick, Lindsay and Jena – Jesus is your Lord and Savior!  He died for you and He lives for you.  You will grow in the grace and knowledge of Jesus as you meet together with your fellow Christians – hearing God’s Word and receiving the Lord’s Supper.  

      However, the devil will do all he can to get you to run away from your only Savior.  But don’t listen to the devil’s lies.  Would you listen to the devil if he told you to stop eating or breathing?  I don’t think so.  So, don’t listen to the devil when he tempts you to stop coming to Services and Bible study or when he tempts you to stop reading your Bible and praying to the Lord. 

     However, as you go through life, you will struggle with sinful choices.  There will be times when you foolishly fall into bad habits.  This has happened to me, too.  When you are burdened by guilt and overwhelmed by the lies of the devil, remember the words of our opening hymn:  “Today your mercy calls us to wash away our sin.  However great our trespass, whatever we have been, however long from mercy our hearts have turned away, your precious blood can wash us and make us clean today.  Today our Father calls us, His Holy Spirit waits; His blessed angels gather around the heav’nly gates.  No question will be asked us, how often we have come; although we oft have wandered, it is our Father’s home.”  
     Those words from our opening hymn are so comforting!  Those words remind us of what Scripture teaches.  Simply put, even though we are often unfaithful.  Nevertheless, God is ALWAYS faithful to His promise to love us and forgive us.  Therefore, God’s mercy calls us to repent and come to Him in faith so that we can be comforted by His Words of forgiveness and love. 

     This forgiveness and love is possible because Jesus has done something about our sin.  Jesus shed His blood in our place of damnation so that we might be cleansed from our guilt.  Jesus also conquered death and lives as our Savior so that we can live in God’s love – now and for all eternity!
     During Old Testament history, before Jesus came into the world, the Temple priests in Jerusalem used to sprinkle God’s people with the blood of sacrificial animals.  This sprinkled blood was a picture of Jesus and the sacrifice He would make to cleanse us from sin.  We received this cleansing salvation in the waters of Holy Baptism, and our faith in Jesus is kept alive as we hear His Word and receive His Body and Blood in the Lord’s Supper.

     With that said, I now with these words from Hebrews chapter 10:  “…let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.  Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.  And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another – and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  Amen!  
