June 22nd, 2008, Sermon:  “Is Jesus At the Center of Your Home?”
( Texts:  Joshua 24:1-2, 14-23;  Ephesians  6:1-4;  Matthew 7:24-29 )

************************************************************************
     So, is Jesus at the center of your home?  How would you answer that question?  What does it mean for you to have Jesus be the center of your home?  We’ll answer those questions later in this sermon.
   For now, allow me to read you this verse from our Old Testament reading.  Joshua writes:  “But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living.  But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”

     Now, we need to understand something about these words of Joshua.  Joshua is not talking to unbelievers.  Instead, Joshua is talking to believers who have been saved by God.  So, why does Joshua have to tell believers to choose whom they will serve?

     Simply put, Joshua understands that even though God has saved these people, they can easily be tempted to turn away from the Lord and the salvation He has given them.  Therefore, Joshua warns them that they could easily lose their faith in God if they ignore His Word and live as they please.  They need to ask themselves this question:  “Is the Lord at the center of our home?”
     Now, in order to better understand Joshua’s words, allow me to briefly explain the historical setting.  Simply put, Joshua is the new leader of God’s people.  Joshua has replaced Moses.  Most of you should know that God had used Moses to lead God’s people out of slavery in Egypt.  After 40 years in the wilderness, Moses led God’s people to the edge of the Promised Land.  However, before they enter the Promised Land, Moses speaks to them about blessings and curses.

     If you read the final chapters of the Book of Deuteronomy we find out that God will bless His people if they repent of their sins, trust in His mercy and strive to live according to His will.  However, God will curse His people if they cling to their sin, trust in themselves and live as they please.
     Moses then goes on to describe the attitude of a person who wants to receive God’s blessings but also live as he or she pleases – not unlike the people of the pagan nations around the Promised Land.  Listen to these words of Moses from Deuteronomy ch. 29:  

“Make sure there is no man or woman, clan or tribe among you today whose heart turns away from the Lord our God to go and worship the gods of those nations; make sure there is no root among you that produces such bitter poison.  When such a person hears the words of this oath, he invokes a blessing on himself and therefore thinks, ‘I will be safe, even though I persist in going my own way.’  The Lord will never be willing to forgive him; his wrath and zeal will burn against that man.  All the curses written in this book will fall upon him, and the Lord will blot out his name from under heaven.”

    These are scary words!  These words are describing the fate of a person who wants to receive blessings from God while ignoring His Word and living as he or she pleases.  But this won’t work!  Such a person cannot be forgiven because God CAN’T forgive a person who refuses to repent of his or her sin.
    Please understand something!  I’m not saying that God doesn’t WANT to forgive sinners.  Scripture is clear that God wants all people to repent and be saved.  But if people refuse to confess the sin that God’s Word exposes in their lives; if people refuse to admit that their self-worship and sinful lifestyles are evil, then God CAN’T forgive them because they really don’t want to be forgiven; they really don’t want to serve the Lord.
    This helps us better understand the shocking words in our Old Testament reading.  Listen again to these words of Joshua:  “You are not able to serve the Lord.  He is a holy God; he is a jealous God.  He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins.  If you forsake the Lord and serve foreign gods, he will turn and bring disaster on you and make an end of you, after he has been good to you.”

    Why does Joshua speak so harshly to God’s people?  Because God knew the hearts of these people.  With their mouths they were saying:  “We believe in God!  We’re good, religious people!”  But in their hearts they didn’t take God seriously.  They planned to live as they pleased.  Therefore, God uses Joshua to warn them that they can’t fool the Lord and they dare not mock Him!

    In other words, God is NOT saying that He WON’T forgive them even if they DO repent of their sin and seek His mercy.  Instead, God is saying that He CAN’T forgive them as long as they cling to their sin and live as they please.  They can’t treat God like an idol, an issue I addressed in my sermon two Sundays ago.
     Now, having said all that, the question is:  “How does all this biblical history apply to us today?”  Well, think about it.  God’s people were surrounded by nations who rejected the Word of the Lord.  Sound familiar?  We have the same situation in our nation today.  

     Our culture is full of people and ideas that challenge God’s Word and tempt us to live as we please and serve false gods of our own making.  We may not serve the idols popular among the ancient Egyptians or the Amorites.  However, we most certainly are tempted to serve various false gods popular today. 
     Such modern day false gods may take the form of various non-Christian religions that are growing in number in our nation – even right here in Jamestown.  Other false gods are found among various groups that claim to be Christian and yet they openly deny basic teachings of the Christian faith and reject the authority of Holy Scripture.

     We may be tempted to worship the false god of “If it feels good, do it!”  Such a self-centered attitude leads us to worship the false gods of materialism, selfishness, rebellion against authority, sexual immorality, substance abuse, theft and violence against fellow human beings.

     Many Christians in our culture get their ideas about God and morality from Oprah and Hollywood, while they end up rejecting the One, True God and His Word that He has given us.  Young people raised in the Church go off to college and lose their faith because they believe the lies they hear from their fellow students and unbelieving professors.

     There are adults who were raised in the Lutheran Church but haven’t been to a Service in years.  Many of these same adults are raising children who are no better than the pagan children being raised by unbelieving adults.
     I could go on and on.  The fact is that these words of Joshua, written over 3000 years ago, are very relevant for our lives today in America.  And so I ask you:  “Is Jesus at the center of your home?”  We can’t say “We love Jesus!” and then ignore Him and live as we please.  We can’t ignore God’s Word and still expect Him to bless us with His mercy.  Therefore, God says to us:  “Choose you this day whom you will serve!”
     Well, so far we’ve heard the BAD news.  Simply put, if we pretend to love God while serving our sinful thoughts and desires, we can’t be saved.  But now for the GOOD news!  Listen to what Jesus said to the crowds almost 2000 years ago.  These words are for YOU also!  Jesus says:  “The time has come.  The kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the good news!”
     Did you hear that?  The same Lord who says “Choose you this day whom you will serve!” is the same Lord who has chosen this day to serve YOU by speaking His Word to you.

     You see, when Jesus says “Repent and believe the good news!” the Holy Spirit is working through those words to move you to confess your sins and trust in Jesus as your Savior.

     Even though God CAN’T forgive those who resist the Holy Spirit, God CAN and WILL forgive you when the Spirit moves you to confess your sin and seek the Lord in humble faith.

     The good news is that Jesus speaks His Word to you so that He can be the center of your home every day.  Jesus died for you.  Jesus conquered death for you.  Jesus loves you.  He wants to be part of your home every moment of every day.  Jesus wants your family to come to Him with all your sin and all your hurts and know that He will forgive you and heal you and show you how you get to live as His children.

     We need to understand something.  When Joshua said “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord!” he was not suggesting that his family would never sin nor was he arrogantly boasting that his household was able to obey God perfectly.  Joshua and his family had their sin issues, believe me!
     Instead, Joshua understood that in order to serve the Lord he and his house would need to live in daily repentance and trust in God’s Word.  They would need to build their home on God’s Word so they would be moved by the Spirit to confess their sins and trust in God’s mercy and follow His loving plan for their lives.

In other words, you and your household can’t serve the Lord unless He is serving YOU – and the Lord serves you with His Word!  

     That’s why God moves you to attend Services on a regular basis.  That’s why God wants you to attend Bible Classes when they are offered for you.  That’s why God wants you to have devotions and prayers with your family during the week.  That’s why God wants you to read Scripture and pray on your own every day.  This is how the Lord serves you so that you can have a humble faith that grieves over the sin in your life and clings to Jesus for mercy and love.
     In fact, just as Joshua was lovingly teaching believers so they would not fall away from the Lord.  In the same way, the Apostle Paul lovingly taught the Ephesian Christians so they would not fall away but instead would keep Jesus and His Word at the center of their homes.  

That’s why Paul says what He does in our second reading from Ephesians chapter 6.  These words are meant for us, too!  First, Paul tells Christian children to honor and obey their Christian parents.  You see, if children submit to their parents’ godly instruction they will be blessed with “long life” – which does not necessarily mean living many years, but instead refers to a life filled with the blessing, joy, peace and love of the Lord!
     Second, God also tells fathers to nurture their children with God’s Word.  You see, the best way a father can love his children is to teach them about the Lord.  So, God tells us fathers to nurture our children in God’s Word.  This means we bring them to Services and we make sure they attend Sunday School.  We also give them an example by attending Bible Class ourselves.

     In addition, we fathers will strive to have family devotions and prayer in our homes during the week.  This is how we build our homes on the rock so that we can serve the Lord.

     Now, Paul is not suggesting that mothers do not play any role in the spiritual nurture of children.  Thank God for the many good things done by Christian mothers!  Instead, Paul’s point is that the “buck stops with us men.”  We Christian men are called to be the spiritual leaders of the home as fathers and husbands.  That is the best way we can serve our families.

     Having said all that, I’m well aware of the fact that we all fall short of keeping Jesus at the center of our homes.  But that’s exactly why God calls us to confess our sins and trust in Jesus.  Even though we are often unfaithful, God is always faithful to forgive those who repent of their sin and hunger for His mercy and love.

     My friends, God does not want us to end up like the many people described in our Old Testament reading.  Rather than arrogantly boasting that we will obey the Lord, God would rather have us be honest about our sins.  He wants us to come to Him in humble repentance so that He might comfort us with His words of forgiveness and love.

     As the Spirit moves us to keep Jesus and His Word at the center of our homes, we will be blessed in so many ways.  The more we hear God’s Word and focus on Jesus, the more we will have the desire to turn away from sin and serve the Lord with our hearts, minds, mouths and lives.

     God has called you hear today so that He could serve you with His Word.  The Holy Spirit has given you the faith to say along with Joshua:  “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”  Amen!

