                              “ Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life! “
  October  28th, 2007,  Sermon  # 8:   “ Evil Affirmation  vs.  Righteous Judgment! ”
                            ( Ephesians 4:17-32;  James 5:19-20;  Matthew 7:1-5 )

************************************************************************
     Most people I know enjoy celebrating holidays.  In fact, some holidays are so closely associated with certain dates that all I’d have to do is mention a particular date and I’m sure you’d know the holiday that goes with it.
     For example, if I’d say “The 4th Thursday of November” you’d say “Thanksgiving!”  If I’d say “December 25th” you’d say “Christmas!”  If I’d say “February 14th” you’d say “Valentine’s Day.”  Let’s try another one.  If I’d say “October 31st” you’d say:  “  ____________ .”

     Interesting.  Some of you said “Halloween” when I said “October 31st” – and, of course, you’re right.  Halloween is a popular event in America.  But there’s another less well known celebration associated with October 31st – and especially we Lutherans should know what it is.  I’m talking about the Reformation!  On October 31st in 1517 Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses on the church door in Wittenberg.  Many mark this event as the beginning of the Reformation.

     But what was the “Reformation?”  Simply put, Luther and others used God’s Word to correct the errors of others who had strayed from the clear message of Scripture and were guilty of promoting false teaching that led people into sin and unbelief.

     Now, the primary error that had to be corrected was the wicked idea that we sinners needed to do various things in order to be worthy of the salvation Christ had accomplished for us.  The Church of Luther’s day was teaching that Christ’s mercy had to be merited by performing various good works as defined by the Church.

     This evil teaching eventually led to the practice of selling indulgences.  Indulgences were official papers that had been signed by the Pope in Rome.  Some were teaching that you could purchase full and total salvation for yourself and others simply by paying the right amount of money in exchange for an indulgence signed by the Pope.
     This “salvation by human works” idea not only led people to trust in themselves instead of Christ.  This evil error also gave people the idea that God was a vengeful person whose mercy could be bought.  This false teaching led to the notion that one could sin as much as one wanted as long as one had done enough good works to make God happy.  How horrible!  Sadly, there were many in Luther’s day who affirmed such false ideas and practices.

     But thanks be to God, the Holy Spirit moved Luther and others to use Holy Scripture to bring righteous judgment against these errors in the hope that people would repent and believe the Truth.

     However, this was not the first time in history that faithful Christians had to oppose the evil affirmation of false teaching by proclaiming the righteous judgment of God’s Word.  Since the time of Adam and Eve God has called His people to use His Word to make righteous judgments about what is evil and what is good.  

     Throughout the history of the Old Testament we find examples of God’s people using His Word to rebuke sin so that people would repent and trust in the mercy of God.  In addition, when Jesus began His public ministry He was constantly condemning the evil behavior and wicked thinking that was being affirmed by many in that day.  Jesus proclaimed righteous judgment against this sin so that people would repent and receive His mercy.
     My friends, things haven’t changed for us in our day.  God still calls His people to speak His Truth in love and proclaim righteous judgment against the affirmation of evil so prevalent in our society and even within various Christian denominations.

     Today we continue our sermon series “Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life.”  We’ve learned that God uses Baptism to connect us to the Christ’s saving death and resurrection.  By the power of our Baptism God moves us to die to the affirmation of evil so that we can make righteous judgments and live the new life God wants us to live.

     In the first half of our first reading from Ephesians chapter 4 the Apostle Paul makes it clear that we Baptized Christians are to say “No” to the affirmation of evil so common among those who refuse to hear God’s Word.  Instead, Paul speaks about the Baptized life in these words:  “You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.”
     After writing these words, Paul goes on to list the evil that we are to avoid as well as the good we are to strive to do.  During this coming week I encourage you to read the last half of our first reading from Ephesians to so that God might teach you how to live the Baptized life.
     However, at this point I want to stress that we do NOT strive to live the Baptized life in order to merit God’s mercy and love.  No!  This was the error refuted by the Reformation!  When God made you His own in Baptism and called you to faith in Christ, at that moment you were already completely forgiven and holy in God’s sight for Christ’s sake.  

     Therefore, living the Baptized life is how we give thanks and praise to God for His free gift of mercy and love.  Living the Baptized life is the result of Christ living in us.

     But what if we refuse to hear God’s judgments about our sin?  What if we affirm the very things God judges to be evil?  Then we are living in unbelief and calling God a liar.  As the Apostle John writes in his 1st Epistle:  “If we claim we have not sinned, we make [God] out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.”
     Simply put, if we affirm what God condemns, then we can’t receive the free mercy of Christ.  Think about it.  You can’t receive forgiveness for your sins if you deny that you have them.  If you refuse to believe what God says about the sins in your life, then you can’t receive mercy.  If you cling to one or more favorite sins as though you have a right to them and hold these sins outside of the mercy of Christ, then you remain under God’s condemnation.
     We can learn about this in Hebrews chapter 10, where it reads:  “If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God … For we know him who said, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” and again, “The Lord will judge his people.”
     My friends, please understand.  God is love and He doesn’t want any sinner to perish.  However, God is also holy and just.  He must punish those who insist on being His enemies.  The amazing thing is that God was willing to save His enemies by putting our sins on Jesus and damning Him in our place.

     But the devil tempts us to say:  “No thanks, God!  I want my sin back!  The Bible might judge my sin as evil, but I affirm it as good!”  If this is our evil attitude, then we will face God’s wrath on the Final Day.

     However, God doesn’t want to condemn any sinner.  That’s why God proclaims righteous judgment against our evil affirmation of sin.  God does this to humble us and bring us to repentance so that we can receive the mercy and healing of Jesus.

     In fact, this is what Jesus is trying to teach us in our Gospel reading from Matthew chapter 7.  Sadly, this is one of the most misused Scripture passages there is.  Many people will quote Jesus words:  “Judge not and you will not be judged.”  But they wrongly use those words to suggest that Jesus doesn’t want us to rebuke anyone for any sin.  In fact, according to those who misuse this text, the only sin worthy of judgment is the sin of judging another person.  But that’s not what Jesus is teaching us in our Gospel reading!
     First, in our Gospel reading Jesus is condemning the SINFUL judging common among the Jewish leaders of His day.  Sinful judging is when I impose my personal opinions on people instead of judging them by God’s Word.  Also, sinful judging is when I fail to point people to Jesus for mercy and instead insist that they must make themselves worthy of God’s mercy by their obedience.  Finally, sinful judging means that I think I’m better and less sinful than the person I’m judging.  Such sinful judging is condemned by Jesus.
     However, Jesus does NOT condemning RIGHTEOUS judging!  In fact, He expects it!  Righteous judging is when I use God’s Word alone to show people their sin.  Righteous judging is when I point repentant sinners to Jesus who freely and completely forgives them because of His death in their place.  Righteous judging is when I recognize that I’m just as sinful as the person I’m trying to help.

     In our Gospel reading Jesus says:  “…first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.”  Here Jesus affirms the necessity of RIGHTEOUS judgment!  

     First, we must confess our own sins and trust in Jesus ourselves for mercy and the strength to live the Baptized life.  Then we are in a position to help those who are enslaved by sin and need to be set free.  We proclaim righteous judgment so that people will repent of their sin and trust in Jesus for salvation.

     The Bible is full of examples of righteous judgment.  We heard about this in our second reading from James chapter 5.  I encourage you to read this text from James every so often to remind yourself that God expects us to engage in righteous judgment for the sake of those who have wandered from the Truth.

     Of course, there are other Scripture texts that speak of righteous judgment.  Leviticus 19:17 reads:  “Do not hate your brother in your heart. Rebuke your neighbor frankly so you will not share in his guilt.”  In Luke 17:3 we hear these words of Jesus:  “So watch yourselves. If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him.”  Also, in Galatians 6:1 Paul writes:  “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.”  There are many, many more Scriptures just like these.
     Therefore, living the Baptized life means that we say “No” to the evil affirmation of sin and “Yes” to righteous judgment.  We begin by taking the plank out of our own eyes.  We don’t affirm the sins in our lives.  When God’s Word exposes our sin we repent of it and trust in Jesus for mercy.

     You can come to God with all your sins – including your sin of evil affirmation and your failure to exercise righteous judgment – and He will forgive you completely for Christ’s sake who suffered God’s judgment in your place.  You are forgiven!  God washed away the guilt of your sin in the waters of Holy Baptism.  Christ’s love covers over the multitude of your sins.

     As the Spirit moves us to live in repentance and faith in Christ we will then be in a position to remove the speck from our brother’s or sister’s eye.  If you know a person who is caught in a sin, pray that God will give you the chance to speak the Truth in love to that person.  
     God will use us to show people that their sin is condemned by God’s Word and that they deserve His wrath.  But then we can point them to Jesus who was damned for our sins and who freely forgives us and then gives us the strength to resist the sinful ideas, desires and actions that unbelievers affirm.
     On October 31st many Lutherans will celebrate the Reformation.  We remember how God moved Luther and others to use Scripture to proclaim righteous judgment against the evil errors that were being affirmed by many.  

     The Reformation continues TODAY as God moves us to live the Baptized life.  The mercy and love of God moves us to say “No” to the evil affirmation of sin and error and to say “Yes” to the righteous judgment of God’s Word which moves us to cling to Jesus for mercy and the power to live the Baptized life.  Amen!
