                                 08/05/07  Sermon:  “We Are God’s Children!”
                         ( Texts:   Psalm  78:1-8;  1st John 3:1-9;  John  8:31-47 )

************************************************************************
     When my family and I were recently on vacation we stopped in Columbia, Missouri, to visit some friends.  One of our friends is named Beth, and Beth was adopted into a Christian family when she was very young. 

     You know, adoption is such a wonderful way for Christian people to show God’s love.  Just think about it.  A Christian couple chooses to adopt a child and make that child their own even though that child is completely unrelated to them.  The parents will then love that child as though they had given birth to that child themselves.

     With that understood, did you Christians know that YOU were adopted?  For example, Christians often refer to themselves as “God’s children.”  But we must remember that we are NOT God’s children by nature.  You see, Jesus is God’s only true Son.  In contrast, we have been adopted into God’s family.  But that fact makes God’s love for us all the more wonderful.  Even though we were not God’s children by nature, He has made us His own.

     But that leads to a question that some may ask at this point.  Why did God need to adopt us at all?  Why are we NOT God’s children by nature?  Well, let’s examine God’s Word and we’ll find the answer to those questions.
     First of all, Scripture clearly teaches that we are by nature children of the devil.  Now, I know that this fact is very hard for us to hear, but it’s the truth.  The Bible teaches that ever since Adam and Eve turned their backs on God in the Garden of Eden, all humans conceived since then -- except for Jesus! --have been conceived with hearts and minds in opposition to God.

     For example, listen to what the Apostle Paul writes in Romans chapter 8:  “…the sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.  Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.”  What does this mean?  Simply put, without the Holy Spirit who gives us new hearts and minds, we are by nature in league with the devil and under his control.

     Listen carefully to what Paul writes about people without the Holy Spirit.  In Ephesians chapter 2 we read:  “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.”  

     Sadly, many unbelievers wrongly think that they are in control of their own lives.  People are deceived into thinking that if they reject God’s rule in their lives they are then free to live as they please.  But that’s not how it works.  If God does not control your life, the devil DOES! 

     Now, this means that the world today is full of children of the devil.  But if that’s true, how do we recognize such people?  Here’s what some would say:  “LET’S FIND PEOPLE WHO SIN.  WHOEVER SINS MUST BE A CHILD OF THE DEVIL!”  However, there are some serious problems with that way of thinking.  

     First, many non-Christians seem to live very good, moral lives.  In fact, sometimes non-Christians seem to live better lives than some Christians we know.  That leads to the next point.  Even we Christians struggle with sin!  Even though we have the Holy Spirit who moves us to repent and trust in Jesus, we still struggle with sin every day.  Sure, Jesus helps us to resist sinful behavior.  Jesus helps us to do what is right.  But we still fall short of God’s will.  We Christians still have much sin in our lives.  SO, HOW CAN WE KNOW WHO THE CHILDREN OF THE DEVIL ARE?

     First, some children of the devil refuse to believe what God says about sin.  Scripture teaches that those who refuse to hear what God says about their sin are children of the devil.  If people joyfully embrace various sins condemned by God’s Word, then they are children of the devil.  When God’s Word says that something we’re thinking, saying or doing is evil, children of the devil will EITHER refuse to listen OR they will twist the Scriptures until they seem to approve of the very sins they actually condemn.
     However, there are other children of the devil who may be willing to accept what Scripture says about sin.  But, sadly, they refuse to believe what Scripture says about our SAVIOR from sin.  Such people will EITHER reject Jesus completely OR they will insist that Jesus didn’t do enough and we must add something to His work in order to be saved.  For example, our Gospel reading shows us people who reject Jesus because they don’t think they need Him to be their Savior.  If you recall, Jesus then said that they were children of the devil.

     Simply put, we can recognize those who are children of the devil because they will EITHER deny the sins God’s Word exposes in their lives OR they will refuse to trust in Jesus alone as their Savior from sin.

     With that understood, we Christians should be very humble.  Why?  We are children of God by GRACE!  We would also be children of the devil if the Holy Spirit had not changed our hearts.  We would also be children of the devil if Jesus had not saved us.

     Simply put, you are God’s children because you’ve been adopted by God’s grace through the work of Jesus.  The Holy Spirit gave you new hearts that turn from sin and trust in Jesus alone for salvation.  But how did you receive the Holy Spirit?  When and where did you receive the salvation Jesus won for you by His death and resurrection?

     One way that God adopts us and gives us new life as His children is through the waters of Holy Baptism.  For example, in Acts chapter 2 we read how Peter preached a sermon that the Spirit used to convict many people of their sin.  Then Peter said to them:  “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off…”
     In addition, God also adopts us as His children through His Word that we hear and read.  The Holy Spirit works through God’s Word to convict us of sin and bring us to faith in Jesus as our Savior.  In Ephesians chapter 1 Paul writes:  “And you were also included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation.  Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit…”
     That’s why receiving Baptism and hearing God’s Word on a regular basis is so important.  These are the ways God brings us into His family and keeps us in His family.  In fact, that’s why we must continue hear God’s Word on a regular basis after we are Baptized, or else our faith in Christ may grow weak and eventually die.  

     You see, even though God has adopted us in Baptism, we may be tempted to run away from home if our faith in Jesus is not nurtured by God’s Word.  Sadly, that is why some who have been Baptized NOW no longer believe in Jesus nor care about hearing His Word.  But as we continue to hear and read God’s Word, the Holy Spirit will keep us in the faith unto eternal life.

     The Good News I have for you today is that God has adopted you as His children.  Even though we are all children of the devil by nature, we are NOW children of God by grace!  As we heard in our 1st reading:  “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!  And that is what we are!”

     But then John goes on to say something that some misunderstand.  John writes:  “He who does what is sinful is of the devil…”  Does John mean that unless we live a perfectly sinless life that we cannot be children of God?  No!  If that were the case, none of us would have any hope, because we all struggle with sin every day.  I know I do!
     So, what does John mean, then?  Well, let’s hear what else John has to say.  He goes on to write:  “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s work.  No one born of God will continue to sin, because Christ’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning because he has been born of God.”
     Did you hear that?  John did NOT say that we Christians will NEVER sin.  He said that we Christians can’t GO ON SINNING.  In other words, we don’t ignore what God’s Word says about our sin.  We don’t excuse our sin or try to justify it.  Instead, the Holy Spirit moves us to confess our sin and then trust in Jesus for mercy and the strength to live according to God’s will.
     That’s why John writes what he does at the beginning of his letter.  Listen to these words from John chapters 1 & 2:  “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.  1 My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. 2 He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.”
     So, God has adopted you through Holy Baptism.  God also keeps you strong in your faith as you hear and read His Word.  In addition, once we learn enough of God’s Word to properly examine ourselves, God then also feeds us with the Body and Blood of His Son in Holy Communion – yet another gift that assures us that we are God’s dearly loved children.
     In closing, listen closely to these words from the end John’s 1st letter:  “We know that we are children of God, and that the whole world is under the control of the evil one.”  Did you hear that?  Christ has saved us, but many people in this world are still children of the devil.

     But God wants ALL people to be saved.  Jesus died for the sins of the WHOLE world.  That’s why God sends us out to be His witnesses wherever we may go.  God sends us out to speak His Word at home, at school, at work, at church, in the community and beyond.  God will use our witness to adopt more people into His family.
     Listen to what the risen Jesus once said to the Apostle Paul, for these words also apply to us and our mission here at Concordia.  Jesus says:  “I am sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.”  Amen!
