11/02/08 Sermon:   “God is Willing!  Are You Willing?”
 Texts:  Ezekiel 18:21-24, 30-32;  1st Timothy 2:1-6;  Matthew 23:29-37
************************************************************************

     Let’s face it.  We like it when the bad guys get what they deserve.  When we’re watching a movie and the bud guys seem to be getting away with everything and anything, we can’t wait for the end when the bad guys are defeated and destroyed by the good guys.
     We also feel this way about real life events.  At the end of World War II when Nazi Germany and Japan were defeated, many Americans rejoiced that those two evil empires had been conquered.  Not too long ago many people cheered when Saddam Hussein was executed for his crimes against humanity.

     In fact, we may have the same feelings even when we read the Bible.  For example, when we read about Pharaoh’s army pursuing God’s people through the parted waters of the Red Sea we often experience a feeling of joy and satisfaction when God sends the waters of the Red Sea upon Pharaoh’s armies and destroys them.

     Yet another example from Scripture is the battle between young David and the huge Philistine warrior known as Goliath.  After reading how Goliath mocks the God of Israel and threatens to destroy His people we end up having feelings of joy and satisfaction when David kills Goliath by God’s power.
     We also may have the same feelings when we hear Jesus’ words in today’s Gospel reading from Matthew ch. 23.  If you read Matthew ch. 23 you will find that the entire chapter is filled with words of Jesus condemning the evil teaching and hypocritical deeds of the Pharisees.  No less than seven times Jesus says “Woe to you” in reference to the Pharisees.  We hear Jesus condemning the bad guys and we say:  “Give it to them, Jesus!  Let them have it!  In the end those Pharisees will get what they deserve!”
     However, you may be surprised to find out that God doesn’t share our feelings about the fate of those bad guys.  Remember what Jesus said at the end of our Gospel reading?  “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing.”

     Jesus shows us the heart of God.  Jesus is God Himself in human flesh.  Jesus is the One who destroyed Pharaoh’s armies.  Jesus is the One who gave David the skill to kill Goliath.  And, yes, Jesus is the one who condemned the Pharisees.  

     But don’t think for a second that Jesus gets any pleasure from the destruction and damnation of ungodly people!  Remember what God said in our Old Testament reading from Ezekiel?  “Why will you die, O house of Israel?  For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Lord.  Repent and live!”
     Our sermon title for today is:  “God is willing!  Are you willing?”  We’re going to learn how God wants us to respond when we hear Him rebuke the bad guys and when we witness Him give the bad guys the punishment they deserve.
     The first thing we need to realize is this:  WE ARE THE BAD GUYS!  Please understand.  I’m not saying we’re no different than the unbelievers who care nothing about God.  As Christians you grieve over the sin in your lives.  As Christians you trust in Jesus for salvation.  As Christians you love God and you want to live according to God’s will.  

     But why do you have these godly characteristics?  Don’t pat yourself on the back!  I’ll tell you why.  Scripture teaches that WE ARE THE BAD GUYS.  For example, in one of the Liturgies we use we speak these words during the confession:  “We are by nature sinful and unclean.”  In other words, WE ARE THE BAD GUYS by nature.

     Scripture teaches that we all inherited a sinful nature from the first human, Adam.  You know the history.  God created Adam and Eve, the first humans.  They and their descendants – that’s US – we were meant to live in God’s love forever.  
     But that changed when Adam and Eve rejected God and became enemies of God in their hearts.  Scripture teaches that their sinful nature was passed on to all their descendants – including you and me.  That’s why King David wrote these words:  “I was sinful at birth.  In sin did my mother conceive me.”  

     That’s why Scripture teaches that we are ALL equally guilty before God.  In Romans 3:23 Paul writes:  “…all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  In addition, because we are sinners we deserve God’s wrath.  As Paul writes in Ephesians chapter 2:  “…we were by nature objects of God’s wrath.”  
     The evidence that we are sinners is the fact that we must all face death – sooner or later.  In Romans 5:12 Paul writes:  “…sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned…”
     Now you know what I mean when I say:  WE ARE THE BAD GUYS!  In fact, unless the Holy Spirit works a miracle in our hearts, we sinners are NOT willing to trust God or love Him.  In Romans chapter 8 it says:  “…the sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.”
     We read the same thing in 1st Corinthians chapter 2:  “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them,…”   
     My friends, this is what we are by nature.  WE ARE THE BAD GUYS.  But if that’s true, then what hope is there for us?  Will we all end up in hell?  No!  Simply put, Scripture teaches that God wants to save the bad guys! 
     God could have turned His back on us after Adam and Eve rejected Him, but He didn’t.  Instead, God set into motion a master plan of salvation.  Jesus, God’s one and only Son, is the center of this plan.  Jesus came into this world to save His enemies by taking our sin and punishment upon Himself.  Therefore, with this master plan of love in mind, throughout Scripture we hear from a God who wants to save the bad guys.

     In our reading from Ezekiel we heard that God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked.  Instead, God wants us to repent and live!  In our reading from 1st Timothy we heard that God wants all to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.  In addition, in 2nd Peter chapter 3 we read:  “God is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” 
     The proof that God wants to save the bad guys is that He sent His only Son to be our Savior.  Please speak John 3:16 with me:  “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son that whoever believes in Him will not perish but have eternal life.”  
     In our reading from 1st Timothy we heard that Jesus gave Himself as a ransom for all men.  In Matthew chapter 20 we can read these words of Jesus:  “…the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.”  By the way, when Jesus says “many” He does not mean only some sinners but ALL the bad guys from Adam to the end of time.
     However, all this leads to a question:  “If we bad guys don’t trust God and if we bad guys don’t love God, then how is it possible for us to receive the salvation that God wants to give us?”  The answer is that God gives us NEW wills!  God gives us a NEW nature.  God gives us NEW hearts!

     For example, in our reading from Ezekiel chapter 18 we heard that God wants the wicked to repent, seek Him and live.  But how can wicked bad guys do that if they don’t love God and don’t trust Him?  We find the answer in Ezekiel chapter 36.  Listen to these words of God:  “I will give you a new heart … I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.”
     Did you hear that?  God will change our hearts and minds so that we repent of our sin and trust in Him for salvation.  God wants to save the bad guys, and He does just that!  God convicts us of sin and shows us that we need salvation.  God also gives us faith in Jesus so that we can receive His salvation.
     However, all this leads to a mystery.  The mystery is this:  God’s loving will for ALL people is not accomplished with ALL people.  Some cling to their sin and reject God’s salvation.  Those who harden their hearts and reject the Lord will face His eternal wrath – which is eternal separation from His love.

     But please remember!  God doesn’t want this to happen!  God is not happy when bad guys get what they deserve!  You see, the reason Jesus spoke so harshly to the Pharisees is that He wanted to save them.  He wanted them to repent of their sin and come to Him for salvation.  He wanted to gather them in His arms of mercy and love.  But they were not willing, even though God was willing.

     That takes us to the question at the end of my sermon title:  “Are YOU willing?”  I can’t look into your hearts.  Only you can answer that question.  But if you believe that you are a sinner who deserves God’s wrath and you trust in Jesus as your only Savior from God’s wrath; if you grieve over the sin in your life and long for God’s mercy in Christ; if you love God and want to live according to His Word; if you are willing to follow Jesus and live to His glory, THEN PRAISE THE LORD!  God’s will has been accomplished in your life!
     But this fact takes us back to the beginning of the sermon.  Sometimes we feel joy and satisfaction when the bad guys get what they deserve.  We need to repent when think and feel that way!  You see, our God has nothing but grief in His heart when bad guys get what they deserve.  We must ask God to give us the same heart.

     We must never forget that we are all bad guys who have been saved by Christ.  We must always remember that except for the grace of God, we bad guys would be lost for all eternity.  That’s why Jesus teaches us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us.
     You know, I admit that it’s hard for us to think that way about bad guys because we are also bad guys.  We continue to struggle with our sinful nature.  We don’t love others as God loves us.  
     But God forgives you for Christ’s sake.  God has also given you new hearts.  In addition, God has revealed His heart to you today.  The more we focus on Jesus and His love for bad guys like us, the more our hearts will conform to the heart of God.  Amen!
