                     09/24/06  Sermon:   “Be Hearers  AND  Doers!”
                          ( Texts:  Isaiah 35:4-7a;  James 1:17-27;  Mark 7:31-37 )

************************************************************************
     Many of us have heard the following saying or have even used it:  “What I say to you goes in one ear and out the other!”  What this saying is describing is the common phenomenon of people hearing the sounds of speech but then either ignoring or even despising what they hear.  So, why do we sometimes ignore or despise what we hear?  The reason is that we don’t like what we hear!
     Now, it’s fine to ignore or despise what we hear if what we hear is wrong or even evil.  But what if what we are hearing is the Word of God?  We should then hear, believe and act accordingly!

     But what if we hear the Word of God and then ignore it or despise it?  Then we are deceiving ourselves and placing ourselves in a dangerous situation.  That’s why James says:  “Do not merely listen to the word … do what it says.”  In other words, God wants us to be hearers AND doers!
     Now, lest we think that these words do not apply to us church-going Christians, we need to understand something.  James was NOT writing to unbelievers who never attended church Services.  No!  James was writing to CHRISTIANS who attended Services in order to hear God’s Word.  So, what James is saying to THEM also applies to US very well!
     But why would James need to tell them and us to be hearers AND doers?  The reason is that we sinners can deceive ourselves into thinking that we are being faithful Christians when we are actually rebelling against God.  This happens when we hear what we want to hear and then twist the meaning of God’s Word to fit our own sinful notions.

     My friends, the devil tempts us to do this all the time!  For example, we hear a certain passage of Scripture and then we pull it out of context and change its meaning so we can use it to support some evil desire that we want to justify or even affirm.

     For example, we might hear Psalm 37:25, “…I have never seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging bread.”  We hear those words but we’re tempted to give them a meaning God does not intend.  
     For example, we might say:  “Did you hear that?  If you live a good life God will reward you with prosperity and you’ll never do without.  So, obviously, those who are poor have done something wrong and deserve their poverty.  Why should we help the poor when they’re getting what they deserve!  God helps those who help themselves!”  James was writing to some Christians who had this sinful attitude, and we can find the same sinful attitude in churches today!

     Such self-deception will also lead people to totally misunderstand our Gospel reading for today.  Mark chapter 7 tells us about Jesus healing people of various physical problems.  But the devil wants us to respond like this:  “See!  If you are a good person and truly believe, you will be healed of your physical illness!  So, those who are still sick or disabled must have done something wrong or they just don’t have enough faith.”  James was writing to some Christians who had this sinful attitude, and we can find the same sin in churches today!

     Let me give you another example.  In Romans chapter 7 Paul writes:  “…we have been released from the law so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit, and not in the old way of the written code.”  We hear these words and are tempted to think like this:  “There you go!  We Christians don’t need to follow the 10 Commandments anymore.  The Spirit has set us free from that outdated morality.  We are free to live in any way the Spirit leads us to live!”  James was writing to Christians who were thinking like that, and we can find the same self-deception in churches today!

     Now, I could give you many other examples.  The point is this:  James is saying that we should be hearers AND doers!  In other words, we should hear God’s Word, believe its true meaning and then act accordingly.  With that said, I now have 2 important points I need to make!
     The FIRST point is this:  There is no DOING without HEARING.  What does this mean?  The Holy Spirit uses God’s Word to give us repentance and faith in Christ which results in a life of godly obedience.  What do I mean by “godly obedience?”  Not only do I mean that we are actually doing what God wants us to do.  Even more, godly obedience means we are obeying God for the right reasons!

     You see, God wants us to obey as a loving response to His mercy to us in Jesus.  In other words, we don’t obey because we’re trying to impress people or prove to God that we’re worthy of His mercy.  No!  Instead, you Christians obey because you are forgiven and God’s love is moving you to respond in joyful obedience to His will.

     Therefore, if we do not HEAR the Word of God we simply can’t be DOERS, either.  Sadly, some people don’t hear the Word of God at all because they don’t attend Church or read the Bible.  But even we who DO attend Church and read the Bible can ignore the meaning of God’s Word or even despise it.  But instead of rejecting it outright we’re tempted to pretend that we’re religious while we twist God’s Word to fit our evil desires.

     If this is our attitude we’ll actually get angry when we hear the correct meaning of God’s Word.  That’s why James says, “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life God requires.”

     Simply put, our sinful nature doesn’t want to hear the pure teaching of God’s Word.  We’d rather speak our opinions and have God listen to us – and when things don’t work out this way we then get angry with God when He forces us to hear the Truth.

     The good news is that God uses His Word to set us free from our spiritually deaf ears.  Jesus opens our ears so we not only hear His Word but also believe His Word and act accordingly.  

     When we hear and believe God’s Word we then respond by confessing our sins and trusting in Jesus who forgives our sins and gives us the desire to live according to His will.  That’s why James wrote these words:  “Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the Word planted in you, which can save you.”
     Now, the SECOND point I want to make is this:  There is no HEARING without DOING.  In other words, if you truly hear and believe God’s Word, then the result will be a life of joyful obedience.  Those who claim to hear God’s Word but then refuse to confess their sin, refuse to seek Christ for mercy and see no need to obey -- such are not hearing God’s Word at all but, as I mentioned at the beginning of the sermon, God’s Word is “going in one ear and out the other.”

     However, when God’s Word has its way with you, the result will be a life filled with conviction over sin, faith in Christ and a desire to do God’s will.  That’s why James writes these words:  “But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it – he will be blessed in what he does.”

     Now, when James talks about “the perfect law that gives freedom” He means that God uses His law – the 10 Commandments – to show us our sin and point us to Christ who gives us forgiveness of sins and new life with God.  That’s why James said, “He chose to give us birth through the Word of Truth.”
     God uses His Word to convict you of sin.  But God also uses His Word to give you faith in Jesus who died for your sins so that you might receive mercy and live a new life.  As James writes later on in chapter 2 of his letter:  “Mercy triumphs over judgment!”
     So, as Christians you get to be hearers AND doers!  In other words, God has given you new birth through His Word of Truth and so when you hear His Word you also want to do it!

     Now, this does not mean that you will never struggle with sin.  In fact, we Christians are always being tempted to ignore or despise God’s Word.  That’s exactly why James wrote what he did to the Christians back then, and that’s why God also gave YOU these words written by James.  We need to hear these words, too, so that we might repent and humbly accept God’s Word planted in us, which can save us.

     In closing, God’s Word will move you to confess your sin each day so that you will trust in Jesus for mercy and the strength to do God’s will.  God’s mercy and love will give you a peace that will result in a desire to turn from sin and do the good things that God wants you to do.  Because of Jesus, you get to be hearers AND doers!  Amen!
