                                     6/19/05 Sermon:    “Jesus is for the Birds!”

                                 ( Texts:  Jeremiah 20:7-13; Romans 5:12-15; Matthew 10:24-33 )

**************************************************************************************
     Prepare to hear the first words I have to say to you as your Pastor.  Here it goes:  “Jesus is for the Birds!”  Now, before you stone me for blasphemy, allow me to explain myself.  You see, Jesus really is for the birds.  Listen to Jesus’ own words from our Gospel reading:  “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny?  Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father.”
     There you have it!  Jesus Himself says that He is for the birds.  In other words, Jesus cares about the birds and He cares for the birds.  Jesus says that not one of them will fall to the ground outside of the will of God the Father.  Simply put, even though little birds eventually die as we do, their death is not outside God’s plan.  God holds us in His hands, even in death.

     Now, why am I taking time to point out that Jesus is for the birds?  Well, listen to what Jesus goes on to say:  “So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.”  Did you hear that!  Jesus is for the birds, and He’s for YOU, too!  In fact, God cares far more about you than He does the birds.  If He cares for the birds, He will most certainly care for you.

     With that understood, let’s examine the rest of our Gospel reading so we can see how Jesus’ words apply to us today.  Listen to these words of Jesus:  “A student is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master…If the head of the house has been called Beelzebub, how much more the members of his household.”

     Now, what in the world does Jesus’ mean?  He is saying that we Christians are Jesus’ students and He is the Master of the house.  We are a family.  What happens to Jesus affects us and what happens to us affects Jesus.  If Jesus suffered for speaking God’s Word, so will we.

     For example, some of the unbelieving Jews in Jesus’ day called Him “Beelzebub”.  That name means “Lord of the dung heap”.  Not a very nice name!  They called Jesus “Beelzebub” as a way to mock Him and scorn Him.  

     So, Jesus is teaching us that if people were willing to say such things to the Son of God, do you think they will treat Jesus’ disciples any more kindly?  Hardly!  A student is not above His teacher.  If Jesus was persecuted for speaking the Truth, we will also be persecuted for speaking God’s Truth.

     We see an example of this in our Old Testament reading from Jeremiah.  The time was around 600 B.C. and God sent Jeremiah to proclaim words of judgment against God’s people in Judah who refused to repent of their sin.  

     But they rejected God’s Word and a Temple priest named Pashhur had Jeremiah beaten and put into the stocks.  Because of this Jeremiah gave Pashhur a new name.  Jeremiah called him “Mogar – Misabib” which means “Terror on every side”.  This name was a sign from God that He would send the pagan nation of Babylon against His own people as a judgment against their sin.  Babylon would bring “Terror on every side!”

     However, even after this God’s people did not repent.  In fact, they persecuted Jeremiah even more horribly.  Listen to what Jeremiah says about the words of the unbelievers:  “ ‘Terror on every side!  Report him!  Let’s report him!’ All my friends are waiting for me to slip, saying, ‘Perhaps he will be deceived; then we will prevail over him and take our revenge on him.’ “

     You see, the unbelievers were hoping that Jeremiah had been deceived.  They were hoping his prophecy about Babylon would not come true, and then they could kill him as a false prophet.

     Needless to say, Jeremiah became very discouraged.  He spoke God’s Word faithfully and what did he get for it?  He was beaten and put in the stocks.  Jeremiah began to wonder if the Lord had deceived him.  But deep down Jeremiah knew that God would be faithful.  That’s why in the middle of our Old Testament reading we hear these words of hope:  “Sing to the Lord!  Give praise to the Lord!  He rescues the needy from the hands of the wicked.”

     Simply put, God is teaching us that we should be His faithful witnesses in our society in spite of the consequences.  No matter how much we are mocked and persecuted for Christ’s sake, we must remember that God will never leave us or forsake us.  Therefore, we are to proclaim God’s Word boldly and faithfully.  Jesus Himself stressed this in our Gospel reading.

     But there’s only one problem.  We sinners often fear the evil powers of this world more than we fear the Lord.  You see, this evil world really does think that Jesus is “for the birds”.  

     That saying “for the birds” can mean the same thing as that name “Beelzebub”.  The history of the saying “for the birds” comes from a time when garbage and human waste was thrown into the streets.  Of course, the birds would come and eat such filth.  So, whenever someone wanted to mock a person or a teaching, they would say:  “It’s for the birds!”  Well, many today believe that Jesus is for the birds.  They don’t mean that Jesus cares for all creation.  They mean that Jesus is “Beelzebub”.

     We see this in our modern culture.  Jesus is popular only when He’s reduced to a mere man who spoke about love but never pointed out any person’s sin.  This watered-down Jesus affirmed everything and eventually was killed for his beliefs.  Of course, this Jesus is still dead, because he was only a man – nothing more.  This is the Jesus our modern world knows and loves.  

     But when people in our culture are confronted with the real Jesus – the eternal Son of God who took on human flesh to save us from our sins – this Jesus is, at best, ignored and, at worst, hated.  Therefore, those who give witness to the real Jesus can expect to be ignored and even hated by our culture.

     But we don’t like to be ignored.  We’d rather be popular.  We don’t like to be hated.  We’d rather be loved.  Therefore, throughout history we Christians have been guilty of compromising our faith and life just so we can be accepted by the world.  In other words, we fear the world more than we fear God.  We love the world more than we love God.

     Let me give you just one example of where this sin can lead.  I’d like to read from a book that has been recently published.  It is written by a pastor in a mainline Church body, and the title of the book is:  “The Sins of Scripture.”  Listen to what He says about Jesus:  “Let me state this boldly and succinctly:  Jesus did not die for your sins or my sins.  That proclamation is theological nonsense…We are not fallen, sinful people who deserve to be punished…Jesus did not die for our sins…That is a god-image that must be broken; but when it is, the traditional way we have told the Jesus story will surely die with it.  I believe it must.  When it does, I think it will be good riddance,…”
     These words come from a man who is still accepted and honored as a Pastor in his Church Body.  But we dare not judge him too harshly, because we have been less than faithful ourselves.  Even though we in the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod stand for the Truth of God’s Word, we don’t always proclaim that Truth in our personal lives and very often our behavior is in direct conflict with what we say we believe.

     We adults may have opportunities to speak the truth among our family and friends at work or in the community, but we keep silent because we want to be popular and we don’t want to be persecuted.  Maybe you young people have a chance to stand up for Jesus at school, but you go along with the sinful ways of popular kids because you want to be popular, too.

     In addition, our lives often speak louder than the words we fail to speak.  The way we treat our family – spouse and children – is in conflict with the love and respect Jesus wants us to show for others.  

     In addition, we may find ourselves conforming to the ways of the world and ignoring Jesus’ plan for our lives.  We may abuse alcohol, food or drugs.  We may get involved in sexual immorality – whether that be married person committing adultery; a single person having sex before marriage; viewing porn on the internet; or simply cherishing lustful thoughts in your heart.

     Young people!  God wants you to honor your parents; respect them and obey them.  But do you follow the example of other young people in this world who rebel against authority and disrespect their parents?  

     Adults!  God wants you to raise your children in Christ not only by bringing them to Church but by having God’s Word at the center of your home.  But do you instead ignore God the rest of the week and get your children involved in a million activities with the result that they have no time for the Lord during the week or even on Sunday?

     I’m afraid we’re all guilty of fearing and loving the world more than God.  We deserve physical and spiritual punishment in Hell for our evil ways, and God has the power to give us this punishment.  Remember Jesus’ words in our Gospel reading:  “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.”

     Sounds hopeless, doesn’t it?  But I have good news for you!  The God who can and should damn us all to Hell has decided to love us and save us.  What’s the proof?  This:  “Jesus is for the birds!”  The God who cares for all the little animals in creation cares for you a million times more.  Think about it.  Jesus didn’t shed his blood for sparrows because sparrows do not sin.  But Jesus shed His blood FOR YOU – even though you are sinful and by nature God’s enemy.  

     In our reading from Romans chapter 5 we heard that we inherit a sinful nature from the first human, Adam.  But even though we are sinners who are by nature God’s enemies, Jesus was sent to save us.  Listen to what Paul writes earlier in Romans chapter 5:  “But God demonstrates His own love for us in this:  While we were still sinners, Christ died for us…For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of His Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through His life!”

     Jesus is for the birds.  However, Jesus is FOR YOU in way that is a million times greater than God’s love for birds.  Today you receive the Lord’s Supper – Christ’s Body given FOR YOU and Christ’ Blood shed FOR YOU.  Jesus is FOR YOU, and that is our hope today.

     My friends, living as Christians in this world today is not easy.  Saying “No” to the evil desires of our hearts is a daily battle.  Saying “Yes” to God’s will for what we say and how we live can be very difficult – especially when we face persecution as disciples of Jesus.  We struggle with guilt over our many sins and the fear of persecution when we are faithful.

      But in the midst of this daily challenge that we face as God’s forgiven people, remember this Truth:  Jesus is for the birds, and even more, Jesus is FOR YOU.  Amen!

