                                  October 8th Sermon:   “Thy Will Be Done!”

                      ( Texts:   Acts 18:18a, 19-23; James 4:13-17; Mark 8:27-36 )

************************************************************************
     Sometimes in life the 4 most difficult words to pray to God are the following:  “Thy will be done!”  Of course, these words are not hard to pray when we assume God is going to give us what we want.  But when we recognize that God may also choose to give us the very thing that we fear and dread, then the words “Thy will be done!” can be almost impossible to utter.

     I remember several years ago when Andrea and I noticed that our first child, Birgitta, was displaying some peculiar behavior.  We spent several months getting tests from various experts.  I prayed that God would have the doctors tell us that there was nothing wrong or that her problem could be easily cured.  But I also remember praying “Thy will be done!” with great difficulty.  Well, God’s will was done.  The doctors told us that Birgitta had autism and that there was no cure for this condition.

     Jesus Himself taught us to pray “Thy will be done!” in the Lord’s Prayer.  Jesus Himself prayed “Not my will, Father, but your will be done!” when He was in the Garden of Gethsemane.  In today’s reading from James chapter 4 we heard these words:  “…you ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.’”  With that in mind, I will spend the rest of this sermon discussing 2 important points us Christians need to know about God’s will. 

     First, there are many times in life when God’s will is clearly known.  For example, the 10 Commandments and other Scriptures based on them reveal God’s will for how we ought to live our lives.  The Apostles Creed reveals what Scripture teaches concerning the things God wants us to believe about Him and all He has done for us sinners who fail to obey His will revealed in the 10 Commandments.  The Lord’s Prayer reveals how God wants us to pray according to His will.

     Simply put, Holy Scripture reveals God’s will for us concerning how we are to live, believe and pray.  However, we sinners are guilty of rebelling against the revealed will of God.  James 4:17 reads:  “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.”
     We see Peter struggling with this problem in our Gospel reading from Mark chapter 8.  Peter knew that it was God’s will for Jesus to suffer and die on the cross, but Peter did not want that kind of a Savior.  Peter wanted a Savior who would conquer the Romans and give the Apostles positions of power and authority in this world.  Jesus then said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan!”
     But we dare not judge Peter too harshly.  We, too, are guilty of acting like the devil himself when we rebel against the clear will of God.  Many of the sins we do are performed with the clear knowledge that we are rebelling against God’s will.  We know we are sinning, but we do it anyway.  
     This happens when we refuse to say “No” to things we know are sinful or when we refuse to say “Yes” to good things God wants us to do.  Just spend some time meditating on Holy Scripture and you will quickly become aware of how often you rebel against the clear will of God.
     With that said, I would now like to discuss the second point about God’s will.  Simply put, there are many times in life when God’s will for you is NOT known.  In other words, there are many areas in life where God gives us the freedom to make decisions for ourselves.

     For example, we can decide where we want to live.  We can decide what our vocation will be.  We can decide what kind of car we will drive.  What can choose what hobbies we will do for recreation.  We can decide whom we will marry.  We can decide what foods we like to eat.  We can decide where we will shop or where we travel on a vacation.  There are many areas in life where God does not reveal His will but allows us to make our own choices.  HOWEVER, WE SHOULD ALWAYS MAKE THESE CHOICES WITH THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS IN MIND!

     First, we should ask ourselves:  “Is there anything about this decision that might be sinful?”  You see, even in areas where we are free to make choices there may be aspects of those choices that are contrary to God’s revealed will.

     For example, even though we are free to choose whom we will marry, there are still guidelines God want us Christians to follow.  For instance, God obviously wants you to marry only someone of the opposite sex.  Also, God clearly teaches that Christians should marry ONLY other Christians.  You do not have the option of marrying a non-Christian.  That would be a sin against God’s will.

     Another example like this could be your choice of entertainment.  You may enjoy watching DVD’s, and that’s fine.  Some shows are fun to watch and we can learn some good things.  But, as you know, there are some movies that have content that might tempt us to sin.  In that case, we should avoid watching such movies and not expose ourselves to such evil.
     Second, we should ask ourselves:  “Is this what God wants me to do right now or are there other things I should focus on first?”  For example, there’s nothing wrong with children playing with their friends.  But if your parents have asked you to do homework or clean your room first, then you should obey.  Or maybe you want to do some yard work after having supper with your family, but God would like you to take a few minutes first to have a family devotion and prayer.

     Third, we should ask ourselves:  “Will this help me become a better servant for others?”  For example, we all need time for rest and recreation.  But the purpose of this is that we might get back to our true purpose in life which is serving others through our efforts at home, at church, in our community and in our vocation.   However, when rest and recreation begins to consume our time and becomes a way of life for us, then we are in 

danger of living self-centered lives.  

     In the same way, even our choice of a job or a career in life should be about how we can best serve our family and others with the gifts and abilities God has given us.  But if our whole focus in choosing a job or career is only about getting rich and serving ourselves, then we are making sinful choices.  

     You see, no matter what you do for a living, it’s about serving others.  Whether you work at Burger King or for Goodrich; whether you are a doctor or a garbage collector, you should do your job the best you can with the understanding that you are serving others in your vocation.

     Finally, we should ask ourselves:  “When I make decisions in life, am I aware that God is still in control and that He could intervene in my plans at any time?”  Simply put, we should not make plans as though WE are in control of our lives.  
     Remember what James said:  “Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.’  Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow … As it is, you boast and brag.  All such boasting is evil.”  We need to repent when we live like this and trust in Jesus for mercy!

     Instead, the Holy Spirit moves us Christians to think like this:  “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.”  We saw an example of this in our 1st reading from Acts.  The Apostle Paul freely made choices and plans about his schedule, but he added:  “…if it’s the Lord’s will.”
     With that understood, I need to stress that when God intervenes in our plans this Divine Intervention is sometimes pleasant and sometimes painful.  For example, if we are surprised with a gift of money or the good news that a terminal illness is cured, this is pleasant.  But if we are surprised by the loss of a job or the death of a loved one, this is painful.

     However, what we Christians need to remember is that both the pleasant AND painful experiences in life are blessings from God because He has promised to work in all things for our good.

With that said, I will close with these words of comfort.

    First, God loves you even though you don’t deserve it.  God sent Jesus to be your Savior – your Savior from your own sin against God.  When Jesus told Peter and the other Apostles that He would soon go to Jerusalem to suffer and die, Jesus said this knowing that His Apostles had willfully sinned against His will countless times and would also do so in the future.  In same way, Jesus went to the cross knowing all the times that YOU would deliberately sin against His will.

     Jesus perfectly obeyed the will of His Father FOR YOU.  Jesus always said “No” to evil and He always said “Yes” to the good His Father wanted Him to do – including suffering the damnation we deserve when He was nailed to the cross with all our willful sins on His back.  

     You can come to God today and every day with all your willful sins and know that you are forgiven and that God has clothed you with the perfect obedience of Jesus.  As God’s love and mercy fills your heart you will begin to find the strength to say “no” to your sinful will and “yes” to the good will of your Heavenly Father who loves you dearly.

     The second word of comfort I have for you has to do with those areas in life where we don’t know the will of God.  Simply put, you don’t know God’s plan for your life.  But HE knows His plan for your life, and His plan is to bless you! 

     The pleasant surprises in your life are signs of God’s undeserved mercy toward you.  But you also must remember that the painful surprises are also signs of God’s mercy, for He will use your times of pain to strengthen your faith in Him and also give you an opportunity to be His witness to others who need to hear about your hope in Jesus.

     As I said at the beginning of the sermon, sometimes the hardest words to pray to God are “Thy will be done!”  But when we understand that God always has our best in mind, that’s when those 4 words “Thy will be done!” become a source of extreme peace and comfort in our lives because we know that God is with us and He will never leave us or forsake us.

     Job believed this truth in the midst of his pain when he prayed:  “If God slay me, yet will I trust in Him.”  King David also believed in God’s love when the Spirit inspired him to write these words:  “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me … Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

     Finally, please know that living in God’s will doesn’t mean you will never be scared or depressed.  Instead, living in God’s will means that we trust Him even though we ARE scared and depressed.  You see, God is greater than your feelings – which come and go.  God’s will for you is one of eternal blessing!

     So, remember that Jesus was thinking of YOU when He prayed these words in the Garden:  “Not my will, Father, but your will be done.”  As you leave this place, the Spirit will also move YOU to pray these words daily:  “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.”  Amen!
